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Preface 

The world religions of India are continuous in their belief in the cycle of 
birth, death, and rebirth (samsara). The more ancient religious traditions 
(Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism) emphasize renunciation from 
mundane existence as the valid means to achieve release from samsara. 
Unlike the earlier traditions of India, Sikhism-the youngest world religion 
bom out of Indian soil-holds a strong position against renunciation of the 
world as a means to liberation. Along with its rejection of world 
renunciation, Sikhism embraces the spiritual path while "living-in-this- 
world," which is most effectively described in the eminent Sikh 
philosophical text called Siddh Gost. 

Siddh Gost, Discourse to the Nath Yogis is a discourse between Gum 
Nanak and the Nath yogis associated with the Himalayan region of the 
Indian subcontinent. In this dialogue, Gum Nanak-both the first human 
Sikh gum and the revered founder of Sikhism-expounds his religious 
worldview and elaborates the spiritual path toward liberation. Gum Nanak 
teaches his life approach to the Nath yogis, who had contrarily been 
pursuing a rigorous path of mental and physical discipline as renunciates 
from the material world. In sum, Siddh Gost is a religious text meant to 
inculcate a certain set of religious and ethical values along with a specific 
perception of the world and an understanding of how one should live in the 
world. While Siddh Gost is regarded as one of the fundamental 
philosophical texts composed by Gum Nanak, the stories about Gum 
Nanak's encounters with the Nath yogis are also very much cherished and 
celebrated in the Sikh tradition. 

Along with an original English translation of the text, this work 
provides an analysis of Siddh Gost. First, the work provides an original 
conceptual framework for a sharper understanding of the Siddh Gost 
message regarding world renunciation in the light of the various 


perspectives on the matter found among the major religions of India. 
Second, it examines the context of Siddh Gost in order to come to a more 
accurate understanding and interpretation of the text. Third, it highlights 
the main theological and ethical teachings expounded in Siddh Gost. 
Fourth, the analysis uniquely demonstrates how the Sikh scriptural 
teachings are actually put into practice. Last, it demonstrates the Nath 
yogic presence in Sikh religious literature. Unlike the importance given to 
the role of Indian Bhakti (devotion) and Islamic Sufism, the "impact" of 
the Nath yogic tradition on the development of Sikhism is rarely touched 
on. More broadly, the introductory analysis seeks to contribute to a greater 
understanding of the evolution of the Sikh philosophical system. 

Siddh Cost is not only a fundamental religious text that outlines the 
Sikh philosophical system or worldview, but it also makes a very fitting 
counterpart to the Hindu Bhagavad Gita and Buddhist Dhammapada for 
introductory courses on Indian religions. In fact, this work on Siddh Gost 
emerged out of necessity in teaching a course on the religions of India. 
While there are introductory textual sources for Hinduism and Buddhism, 
there is no suitable single text for Sikhism. More important, given the 
minimal available literature on Sikh theology, and in contrast to the 
substantial amount of work on Sikh history, this work should also prove 
useful to college and undergraduate university students studying Sikhism 
or Indian religions in general. Moreover, the textual analysis and 
translation of Siddh Gost should be of interest to the many diasporan Sikhs 
who find learning about the meaning of their scripture a challenge, given 
the language barrier and limited resources available on Sikh theology. 
Last, although this work specifically focuses on the Sikh tradition, it is also 
relevant for those personally interested in Eastern spirituality, especially 
the Indian traditions of devotion and yoga. 

In the research and writing of this study, I have benefited from the help 
of many. First and foremost, I would like to acknowledge my coauthor, 


Jaswinder Singh Sandhu, who collaborated on the translations and aided 
me with his expertise in Sikh spirituality. I am also thankful to the students 
enrolled over the years in the Religions of India class that I teach at 
Kwantlen University College. Many students have given their time and 
interest to share both their thoughts about learning the main concepts of 
Sikhism by means of Siddh Gost, and their frustration at reading the 
available colonial-style English translation of the text. The class 
discussions have been an inspiration to me in terms both of undertaking 
and conceptualizing the project. I would also like to express my sincere 
appreciation to Roger Elmes, former Dean of Arts at KUC, for taking a 
genuine interest in my research endeavors. 

My coauthor, Jaswinder Singh Sandhu, would like to thank Harvinder 
Singh for his ongoing support and encouragement. Thanks are also owed 
to the British Columbia Foundation for the Study of Sikhism, especially 
Gurhimat Singh Gill, who went out of his way to provide materials that 
would have been otherwise difficult to obtain. State University of New 
York Press editors Nancy Ellegate, Diane Ganeles, and Anne Valentine 
provided excellent support. 

I would also like to express my deepest gratitude to various friends 
who have enriched my life in one way or another, including Linda 
Friedland, Harjeet Grewal, Yogesh Kyal, Kalwam (Michael) Mann, Tazim 
Mawji, Ryan Minihan, Susan Motyka, and last, Aditya Bery, who 
tragically died over the Irish Sea on the way to Mumbai 27 January 1985. 

I am thankful to my parents who have read this study and offered many 
useful comments and suggestions. I am also indebted to my husband who 
is a continuing source of support, especially in terms of helping me 
balance both my family life and academic career. Finally, I would like to 
express all my love for my two daughters, Shardha and Sangeeta, who 
have both opened a door to a whole new realm of life experience. 


Although indebted to many, we alone bear the responsibility for the 
final analysis. 



Note on Translation 

This study includes terms drawn from Sanskrit, Pali, Hindi, and Punjabi 
sources. In order to be clear and consistent in the transliteration of the 
foreign concepts, we have provided it in the predominant language of the 
specific subject matter for each of the six chapters: In chapters 1 and 2, the 
standard transliteration of Sanskrit (devanagari script) is used for all 
italicized words. However, rather than use the Sanskrit term Natha in 
chapters 1 and 2, we consider it appropriate to use the Punjabi term Nath 
throughout the manuscript in order to be consistent with the title of the 
work. Moreover, in the brief discussion on Buddhism in chapter 1 , the Pali 
forms are also given in parentheses. In the remaining chapters (3 to 6), the 
standard transliteration of Punjabi (gurmukhi script) is used for all 
italicized words. However, in the latter four chapters, the transliteration of 
the Sanskrit form is also occasionally provided in parentheses in order to 
demonstrate the continuity of many Sikh religious concepts with those 
derived from the pan-Indian Sanskrit tradition. Last, the standard 
transliteration of Punjabi (gurmukhi script) is given for all italicized words 
in the original English translation of Siddh Gost and other verses taken 
from the Sikh scripture. Words that have come into use in English are not 
italicized or given diacritical marks (such as yogi, guru, hath-yoga, and 
karma). 

The original translation of Siddh Gost-along with the additional verses 
by Guru Nanak used in the analysis-is translated from an archaic or 
medieval form of Punjabi to the English language. The nontechnical 
language of this genre of hymns from the Guru Granth Sahib can be 
problematic. In order to avoid awkward constructions, in some places we 
have provided a loose translation, not always following the literal pattern 
of Punjabi grammar. We have split the verses into small units in order to 
facilitate readability. Furthermore, although the verses of Siddh Gost have 
been left in their original order, we have divided the text into sections 


according to the themes of the verses. 

We have also been particularly concerned with capturing the meaning 
of the verses in English. Previous translations of portions of, or the Guru 
Granth Sahib proper, have, for the most part, been based on colonial or 
Christian templates that have at times changed the connotative meaning of 
the Sikh teachings. An example of a translation using a Christian template 
is: 


Thou, my Eternal Lord, hast staged Thy own Play: 

It is through the Guru that one Knoweth. 

Thou Thyself Pervadest all ages, O God, for, without 
Thee there is not another. ( Siddh Gost 73) 1 

Whereas, the present translation is as follows: 

The Eternal Sovereign One 

has staged this play, 

and the gurmukh understands it. 

Nanak says: You existed, 
throughout the ages, 

and never was there another. ( Siddh Gost 73) 

In this instance, the use of "Lord" connotes a personal God often 
associated with the Judeo-Christian tradition, when, in fact, the Sikh image 
of God or Guru is quite different from the former (as will be discussed in 
chapters 5 and 6). For that reason, we have been particularly attentive to 
the specific phraseology and imagery of the Sikh tradition. While the aim 
of these translations has been to capture the meaning in modem English 
idiom, we have kept the key Sikh terms in their original form in order to 
most accurately convey the meaning of the Sikh teachings. These key 
concepts are explained in both the analysis and the glossary. Finally, the 
following abbreviations for citations of the scriptural texts of the translated 


verses are used: 


SG: Siddh Gost 

GGS: Guru Granth Sahib 



Part 1 


Introduction 



Chapter One 


The Quest for Liberation in Indian Religions 


Siddh Gost is comprised of a discourse between Guru Nanak (1469- 1539 
CE)-the first of the ten human gurus' of the Sikh religion-and a group of 
Nath yogis or ascetics (siddhas)2 associated with Saiva heterodoxy in the 
northern region of the Indian subcontinent. The Siddh Gost discourse 
addresses the popular yet contentious issue of whether or not renouncing 
mundane existence is necessary for the attainment of liberation (moksa). 
The question on renunciation as a prerequisite to escape from the cycle of 
birth, death, and rebirth (samsara) is a prominent theme within the four 
major religions originating in the Indian subcontinent-Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism. 

There are disparate religious paths toward liberation in the 
development of Indian religions. Even though the unifying concept among 
the four Indian religions is samsara and liberation is viewed as some form 
of escape from this cycle, the manner in which it is to be sought is 
variously defined. The different religious paths advocated by the Indian 
religions reflect contradictory perspectives on "living-in-thisworld" and 
"renouncing-this-world" in the pursuit of the ultimate religious goal of 
moksa. 

Within the Saiva stream of Hinduism, the tension between "living-in- 
this-world" and "renouncing-this-world" is vividly expressed through the 
ambivalent mythological and iconographical depictions of the Hindu god 
Siva. The myths surrounding Siva portray him sometimes as a householder 
accompanied by his consort Parvati and at other times as an ascetic. 
According to Wendy Doniger, the erotic and ascetic depictions of Siva are 
not diametrically in opposition to each other. In actuality, the images 


reflect the tension between the householder and the renunciate lifestyle 
models, with Siva being the mediating principle: "among ascetics Siva is a 
libertine and among libertines he is an ascetic. "3 The disparate depictions 
of Siva, no doubt, reflect the tension that exists between the domestic and 
ascetic ideals in the pursuit of the ultimate religious goal of liberation from 
samsara. 

In contrast to the common religious traditions of asceticism and 
renunciation found in Hinduism,' Buddhism and Jainism, Sikhism (the 
most recent of the four) holds a definite and uniform position against the 
path of renunciation as a valid means to liberation. Sikh literature, such as 
Siddh Gost, advocates the path of devotion while "living-inthis-world." 
Not only does Siddh Gost teach that one should live in the world, but it 
does so in the specific context of Guru Nanak's disapproval of asceticism 
as practiced by the Nath yogis. 

Before analyzing the Siddh Gost text and its attitude toward 
renunciation, it is necessary to look first at the divergent Indian religious 
perspectives on the paths advocated in pursuit of the common goal of 
liberation. An examination of these disparate perspectives on domesticity 
and renunciation among the Indian religions will not only provide the 
background from which Sikhism emerged and evolved but also, more 
specifically, contextualize the discourse Guru Nanak had with the Nath 
yogis. 


DOMESTICITY OR ASCETICISM? 

Scholarship on Indian religions often discusses the issue surrounding the 
prerequisites for attaining liberation (moksa) from the cycle of rebirth in 
terms of two polarities, the religious paths of: (1) "living-inthis-world" and 
(2) "renouncing-this-world."5 The issue surrounding domesticity and 
asceticism is manifest in all four of the major Indian religions (Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism). While the more ancient traditions tend 


to embrace asceticism, the later traditions seem to place greater importance 
on devotionalism meant for the layperson. 

From the standpoint of the development of Indian religions, four main 
categories can be delineated in order to highlight the nuances of the 
religious lifestyles pertaining to the various traditions' particular 
theological orientation and practical pursuit of liberation. The four 
categories of the ideal religious lifestyle types (see fig. 1) are: (1) a 
householder living in society, (2) a renunciate living outside society, (3) a 
householder living in the larger context of eventual withdrawal from 
society, and (4) a renunciate living in the larger context of involvement in 
society. 

The four religious lifestyle types can be understood along two axes. 
The first axis is concerned with the type of religious persons, which is 
directly related to the religious goals being pursued. The two types of 
religious person are (1) the householder oriented toward the acquisition of 
worldly or material goals, and (2) the renunciate ori ented toward spiritual 
realization. The second axis pertains to the religious person's living 
situation or dwelling place, which is closely linked to eligibility for the 
attainment of spiritual goals. The two types of environments for religious 
pursuits are: (1) living in society whereby religious goals are attainable by 
all, and (2) living outside society, whereby liberation is achievable only by 
a certain elite group based on status, whether by ascription or achievement. 


RELIGIOUS PERSON TYPE: 


HOUSEHOLDER 


DWELLING 

PLACE: 

IN SOCIETY 
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HOUSEHOLDER 
LIVING IN 
SOCIETY 

(Brahmanism) 
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Figure 1. Ideal Religious Lifestyles Among the Indian Religions 


These four types not only broadly distinguish the nuances of the 
various religious lifestyles evident in Indian religions at large, but they can 
also be used as an aid to understand the development of Indian religions. 
That is, in the evolution of Indian religions, there has been a move away 
from the more traditional or ancient polarities of the domestic and ascetic 
ideals toward more integrative ones, like the categories of the 
"householder living in the larger context of eventual withdrawal from 
society" and the "renunciate living in the larger context of involvement in 
society." 

This typology of the four ideal religious lifestyles emerged in the 
process of research for the present work on Siddh Gost, in order to 
demonstrate Guru Nanak's precise stance, theological orientation and 
arguments concerning the attainment of liberation. Sikhism is often 
described as a "householder religion"6 because of its explicit rejection of 
renunciation and asceticism. However, as this work demonstrates, Guru 
Nanak actually denounces the first three types of religious lifestyles- 
including the traditional householder path-even as he uses Nath "ascetic" 
or "yogic" terminology to illustrate his devotional path while "living-in- 
this-world." An elaboration of the four types of religious lifestyles in the 
light of the development of the four major Indian religions is essential to 
understanding Guru Nanak's Sikh philosophy. 

The Householder Living in Society 

The householder living in society represents the one "living-in-this-world," 
whose path entails the fulfillment of social duty and the performance of 
rituals for the attainment of material goals both for the present life and the 
afterlife in heaven. The foremost and earliest example of domesticity as a 
religious path is the one promulgated by the Vedas (ca. 1500 BCE), often 
referred to as Brahmanism.' Action is of primary importance because it 
results in the accumulation of merit. The boons that are sought, many of 
which are materialistic, pertain to good fortune, enjoyment, longevity, and 


the like for those who are very much living in the mundane world: 

Whoso, for righteous life, pours offerings to you, 0 Heaven and 
Earth, Ye Hemispheres that man succeeds; He in his seed is bom 
again and spreads by Law: from you flow things diverse in form, but 
mled alike ... 

May Heaven and Earth make food swell plenteously for us, all- 
knowing father, mother, wondrous in their works. Pour ing out 
bounties, may in union, both the worlds all beneficial, send us gain, 
and power and wealth. (RgVeda 6.70.3, 6)8 

Vedic rituals (dharma) are to be performed in the presence of the married 
couple of the household seeking boons in this life, in heaven (svarga), or 
both. 

Even though the Vedas are venerated as "Hindu scripture" in terms of 
the development of Hindu religion, many scholars have debated on the 
actual influence of the Vedas.' Vedic practices and mythology are 
considered to have been influential on later Hindu ritualism. In fact, the 
Vedic path of religious and social action toward materialistic goals became 
an integral part of the classical Hindu orientation of the householder living 
in the larger context of eventual withdrawal from society. 

The Renunciate Living Outside Society 

The category of the renunciate living outside society represents the one 
who, "renouncing-this- world," is either a wandering hermit or lives in a 
monastic community in order to subdue or conquer desire and thus attain 
spiritual wisdom and, ultimately, liberation. In doing so, it is common 
practice for a renunciate to take a vow of celibacy (that is, not to engage in 
sexual activity, which also means not to get married nor have any 
progeny), pursue a life of asceticism, study rigorously, and perform 


meditation. The prime examples of the renunciate living outside society 
are found in the late Vedic period (900-500 BCE), during which there 
emerged three important religious streams that regard total renunciation as 
the sole means toward liberation-the Upanisadic, the Buddhist, and the 
Jain traditions. 

In reaction to Vedic ritualism and the futility of the materialistic goal- 
orientation of Vedic practice, including the pursuit of heaven (svarga), the 
Upanisadic, the Buddhist, and the Jain traditions ideally upheld the new 
and distinct worldview of samsara, wherein one ought to renounce worldly 
affairs in the pursuit of liberation from the web of rebirth. Attachment and 
the desire to accumulate good "action" or "merit" (karma) attained both in 
one's previous and present life are taken to condition the circumstances of 
one's future life. Attachment is viewed as the underlying source of all 
suffering, including attachment to the notion of a better rebirth. 

The Upanisadic challenge (ca. 900-500 BCE) to Vedic ritualism (even 
though there are also mythic and ritual passages in the Upanisads) 1 0 calls 
for a new quest for spiritual knowledge jnana-the metaphysical 
understanding of the true nature of Reality-necessary for escape from the 
cycle of rebirth. This new metaphysical orientation views Vedic rituals and 
their materialistic goals as both an inferior and an ineffective means to 
liberation: 

Thinking sacrifice and merit is the chiefest thing, naught better do 
they know-deluded! Having had enjoyment on the top of heaven won 
by good works, they re-enter this world, or a lower. (Mundaka 
Upanisad 1.2.10)" 

Rather, the Upanisadic path calls for the renunciation of the material world 
in the pursuit of "higher" wisdom: 

The one who practice austerity (tapes) and faith (§raddha) in the 


forest, the peaceful (santa) knowers who live on alms, depart 
passionless (vi-raga) through the door of the sun, to where is that 
immortal Person (purusa), e'en the imperishable Spirit (atman). 

For the sake of knowledge ... let him go, full in hand, to a 
spiritual teacher (guru) who is learned in the scriptures and 
established on Brahman. (Mundaka Upanisad 1.2.1 1-12) 

The escape from the cycle of rebirth is ultimately achievable only by a 
rigorous and austere path of study and meditation. In the pursuit of 
knowledge (jnana) of the true nature of Reality, one must take on a path of 
renunciation in order to eliminate all passion and desire. This wisdom 
ultimately leads to the realization of the equation of the Supreme Essence 
(referred to as Brahman) with atman. The goal of liberation, however, is 
attainable only by the privileged males belonging to the three upper classes 
(dvija), based on the strict rule that Vedic learning and the attainment of 
wisdom is accessible only to them. Indeed, moksa is achievable only by a 
small elite group, based on the ascriptive status of male gender among the 
three higher Hindu classes (brahmin, ksatriya, and vai§ya). 

In a similar fashion, the founder of Buddhism, Gautama Buddha (ca. 
624-544 BCE), is said to have renounced his royal family life and taken on 
ascetic practices in the pursuit of enlightenment on seeing the "four" 
miseries-an old person, a sick person, a corpse, and an ascetic. 12 In his 
challenge to Vedic ritualism and in his recognition of the Four Noble 
Truths, 13 the Buddha advocated the Eightfold Path as the renunciate path 
to liberation from the cycle of rebirth. 14 Through the controlling of all of 
one's desires and the perfecting of one's actions, one becomes aware of 
impermanence, including the experience of the insubstantiality of the 
personal self (anatta in Pali for anatman). 

The arhant ("noble one"; Buddha-like) is the enlightened one, who will 
have no rebirth as he or she no longer desires anything, not even the 


pleasures of meditation. However, according to the Buddha, it does not 
suffice to simply wander as an ascetic in the forest in quest of liberation: 

Many for refuge go 
To mountains and to forests. 

To shrines that are groves or trees — 

Humans who are threatened by fear. 

This is not a refuge secure. 

This refuge is not the highest. 

Having come to this refuge. 

One is not released from all misery. 

( Dhammapada 14. 188-89) 15 

Rather, the act of taking refuge in the three jewels (triratna)-Buddha, 
dharma (dhamma in Pali), and samgha ("community"; sangha in Pali)is the 
only valid means to the ultimate goal of escape from the cycle of rebirth: 

But who to the Buddha, Dhamma, 

And Sangha as refuge has gone. 

Sees with full insight 
The Four Noble Truths . . . 

This, indeed, is a refuge secure. 

This is the highest refuge. 

Having come to this refuge. 

One is released from all misery. 

(Dhammapada 14. 190, 192) 

The samgha of bhiksus ("monks," literally "beggars"; bhikkhu in Pali) and 
bhiksunts ("female monks"; bhikkhuni in Pali) is the community of 
renunciates, who have relinquished worldly affairs, including family, in 
the pursuit of liberation. To become a realized person (arhant) is the goal, 


and it is achievable only by formally ordained monks and nuns who have 
renounced worldly life, symbolized by shaved heads, loose clothing and a 
begging bowl: 

A monk chooses a remote lodging in a forest, at the foot of a tree, on 
a mountain slope, in a wilderness, in a hill-cave, in a cemetery, in a 
forest haunt, in open or a heap of straw. Returning from alms- 
gathering after the meal he sits down crosslegged, holding the back 
erect, having made mindfulness rise up in front of him. He, by 
getting rid of covering, he purifies the mind of coveting. (Majjhima- 
nikaya, pp. 328-29)16 

Notwithstanding the superior status and the greater privilege that the 
monks have as compared to the nuns in the Theravada tradition, the 
samgha path outlined by the Buddha is open to all, regardless of caste, 
class, or gender. As against the renunciates, the laypeople, those who do 
not take to the path of renunciation, are believed to suffer through future 
rebirths until they become an arhant. 

Like the Buddha, Mahavira (540-468 BCE);7 the revered founder of 
Jainism, also taught that one has to completely renounce domestic life for 
spiritual attainment. Indeed, only through renunciation from mundane 
existence can liberation be attained: 

... What you acknowledge as sagedom, that you acknowledge as 
righteousness. It is inconsistent with weak, sinning sensual, ill- 
conducted house-inhabiting men. 'A sage, acquiring sagedom, should 
subdue his body.' 'The heroes who look at everything with 
indifference, use mean and rough' . . . Such a man is said to have 
crossed the flood (of samsara), to be a sage, to have passed over 
(samsara) to be liberated, to have ceased. Thus I say. (Acaranga 
Sutra 47)18 


Renunciation is seen as a prerequisite for liberation of the soul, because 
worldly affairs are viewed as binding one to the cycle of rebirth. 
Furthermore, renunciation decreases external stimulation, making for a 
suitable tranquil environment for the soul. For that reason, there is great 
emphasis on cutting oneself off from the everyday world by living in the 
wilderness in small groups or in relative solitude in order to meditate and 
contemplate on the nature of the world. 

The Jain path of renunciation is a gradual one, as is Buddhism and the 
Upanisadic tradition, because it can take many lifetimes before one 
actually attains nirvana. The path is one of absolute selfdiscipline, during 
which the three jewels (right insight, right knowledge, and right conduct) 
and five practices (nonviolence, truthfulness, nonstealing, sexual purity, 
and nonpossession) lead one toward perfection. One is asked to attain self- 
control (in contrast to the utterances of the Vedic priests) through rigorous 
study and meditation in order to achieve liberation. There are also more 
extreme practices to cultivate self-reliance and self-discipline that require 
Jain monks and nuns to undertake acts of self-deprivation (such as starving 
oneself) and self-mortification (such as beating oneself). Although there is 
great emphasis on formal monastic renunciation for the devout, there also 
exist at the same time the mass of Jain laypeople, who venerate the twenty- 
four perfected beings (jinas) and accept the three jewels, but follow the 
five practices in varying measure in the belief that liberation will 
eventually occur after many rebirths. 19 

There are likewise various yogic traditions like the Nath sect that 
flourished later during the twelfth to thirteenth century CE, which have 
been influenced by the more ancient Indian traditions of asceticism. The 
Nath tradition will be specifically discussed in chapter 2. 

The Householder Living in the Larger Context of Eventual Withdrawal 
from Society 


The category of the householder living in the larger context of eventual 
withdrawal from society refers to the path that synthesizes domesticity and 
asceticism. It includes the fulfillment of one's social and religious duty for 
material goals, but places these goals within the larger context of eventual 
"renunciation-of-this-world" for liberation. However, such liberation is 
attainable only by a certain elite group based on ascriptive status. The 
paramount example of this category is Classical Hindu belief and 
practice," wherein there is an earnest attempt to synthesize the earlier 
Vedic path of religious and social action with the opposing austere 
Upanisadic path of renunciation open only to the privileged males 
belonging to the three upper-Hindu classes (dvija). 

In the Bhagavad Gita (ca. 100 BCE- 100 CE);' Krsna outlines three 
different religious paths: jnana-yoga (discipline of wisdom), karma-yoga 
(discipline of action), and bhakti-yoga (discipline of devotion). Although 
Krsna discusses these three paths, his teaching of the renunciation of the 
fruits of one's actions (nis-kama-karma-yoga) is of central importance. 

The man who acts, having rendered his actions to Brahman and 
abandoned attachment is untainted by evil, in the same way that a 
lotus leaf is untainted by (muddy-) water. 

The disciplined man, having abandoned the result of action, 
attains complete peace; the undisciplined man, whose action is 
impelled by desire, and who is attached to the result, is bound. 
(Bhagavad Gita 5.10.12)22 

The Bhagavad Gita teaches that one has to fulfill social and religious duty 
at the personal level for the sake of attaining moksa and for the 
maintenance of the social order at the community level. While one may 
live in the world as a householder, it is with the ultimate goal or aim of 
renouncing the fruits of one's actions. 


At first blush nis-kama-karma-yoga would seemingly fall into the 
fourth category "renunciate living in the larger context of involvement in 
society." In the case of the medieval Bhakti and modern interpretations of 
the Bhagavad Gita it could23 However, during the period of classical 
Hinduism, the pan-Indian socioreligious law books outlined schemas that 
differentiated four stages of life with distinct goals. That is, it prescribes 
different stages in life for the action-oriented path of "living-in-this-world" 
with the fulfillment of material goals and the path of "renouncing-this- 
world" for self-realization. During the second quarter of one's life, one has 
prescribed social or religious obligations to fulfdl materialistic goals, while 
during the last quarter of life one ought to renounce the material world in 
order to pursue the ultimate goal of moksa (samnyasa-asrama). 

According to the socioreligious law books-like the Dharmaiastras (ca. 
200 BCE) and Manusmrti (ca. 200 BCE- 100 CE)-there are four aims of 
life corresponding to one's stage in life (asrama);4 that is, in turn, 
determined by one's class (varna)25 and gender. The four aims of life 
include the performance of social and religious duty (dharma), the 
acquisition of wealth and prosperity (artha), the experience of 
sensualpleasures (kama), and the attainment of liberation (moksa). While 
there are four aims of life, it is the first three (dharma, artha, and kama) 
that are to be fulfilled during the second quarter of life or the householder 
stage (grhastha-asrama). 

A twice-born one shall reside for the first quarter of his life in the 
residence of his preceptor, and the second quarter (thereof) in his 
own house as a married man. (Manusmrti 4. 1)26 

Meanwhile the fourth aim-moksa-is meant to be pursued in the last 
stage of life called the samnyasa-asrama. The males of the three higher 
classes, referred to as "twice-bom" (dvija), having received Vedic learning 
during the first quarter of life (brahmana-asrama), ought to renounce 
mundane existence in the pursuit of liberation during the samnyasa- 


asrama. However, non-dvija (women and males belonging to the §udra 
class) have to be reborn as a male in one of the higher three classes in 
order to attain liberation. Therefore, while there is an important orientation 
to pursue material goals as a householder, there is nevertheless the notion 
that the ultimate goal of liberation is attainable only by those with the 
ascriptive status of dvija, who are in a position to take on the traditional 
renunciate lifestyle of withdrawal from society during the last stage of life. 

The Renunciate Living in the Larger Context of Involvement in Society 

The last category, the renunciate living in the larger context of social 
involvement, refers to the path that consists of renouncing one's desires 
within the context of "living-in-this-world" in order to attain the ultimate 
goal of liberation. Various devotional movements began emerging around 
the first to sixth century CE for the masses throughout the Indian 
subcontinent. The devotional streams-including Mahayana Buddhism, 
Hindu Bhakti, the Sant tradition, and Sikhism-challenged the earlier and 
more socially conservative forms of religion, which had contended that 
renunciation is a prerequisite for liberation. Rather, the new devotional 
movements emphasized a path while living very much in the world, and it 
was open to both women and men of all castes. Renunciation now came to 
mean the renunciation of one's ego in the larger context of social 
involvement and responsibility. 

Mahayana Buddhism (first century CE)27 explicitly rejects the 
conservative Theravada tradition of monasticism as the necessary means to 
liberation. The rejection of withdrawal from society is based on the 
premise that, while monks lead a life of purity to extinguish desire, they 
inevitably become preoccupied with it. Furthermore, renunciation often 
becomes a source of spiritual pride because Theravada Buddhists view it 
as the only valid means to liberation, thus making it the "superior" choice 
or way to live. 


Mahayana Buddhism teaches that the elimination of ignorance, desire, 
hatred, and anger can be achieved through acts of devotion and pure faith. 
Indeed, any devotee, who, with a pure heart and mind, remembers the 
name of a blessed Buddha, will be liberated: 

Now what do you think, 0 Sariputa, for what reason is that repetition 
(treatise) of the Law called the favour of all Buddhas? Every son or 
daughter of a family who shall hear the name of that repetition of the 
law and retain in their memory the names of the blessed Buddhas, 
will be favoured by the Buddhas, and will never return again, being 
once in possession of the transcendent true knowledge. Therefore, 
then, 0 Sariputa, believe, accept, and do not doubt of me and those 
blessed Buddhas! (The Smaller Sukhavati-vyuha 17)28 

The premise that anyone is able to attain liberation is based on the 
belief that everyone has the potential of becoming a Buddha through the 
compassion of the bodhisattvas-mythical beings who postpone their own 
nirvana in order to help others attain liberation29 Compassion and grace 
are the key means for laypeople to attain liberation. 3 o The notion that all 
humans possess the potential of buddhahood and that liberation is 
dependent on the devotee's faith and the bodhisattva's compassion, no 
doubt, improves the religious or spiritual status of females and the laity in 
general. 

Unlike the mythical orientation of Mahayana Buddhism (with concepts 
like the bodhisattva), Hindu devotionalism-referred to as Bhakti 
("devotion")-is of an earthly nature, using human relations as the prototype 
for the relation between God and devotee. 31 Liberation was now 
attainable by all because the key elements in Bhakti are a simple faith and 
love directed to a personal God. The devotee is required to renounce his or 
her "ego," and completely surrender to God with the single-minded desire 
of blissful union with Him. Liberation does not depend on renunciation of 
mundane existence (unlike the varna-asrama-dharma schema described in 


the classical Hindu law books) because Bhakti calls for the renunciation of 
one's ego and total surrender to God. Here we see the theological break 
with the notion that liberation is achievable by only dvijas, because moksa 
is no longer dependent on Vedic education. There was, furthermore, a 
break-at least theoretically-with the strict rules surrounding brahminical 
rituals and the concepts of purity and pollution, thus also making temple 
religious practice and moksa accessible to all. 

Another stream of Hindu devotion, called the Sant tradition, 
flourished from the fifteenth to the seventeenth century CE. The Sant 
tradition consists of Hindi speaking poet-saints in Northern India (such as 
Rajasthan and the Punjab) who taught a more "radical" path to liberation in 
which the realization of God is to be attained through devotional 
meditation on the Divine Name (nama). In the Sant tradition, God is 
represented as a deity without form (nirguna)32 

More radical than the Bhakti poet-saints, the Sants explicitly rejected 
all institutional forms of religion. In doing so, they denounced the notion 
of revelation (as in the Vedas or Qur'an), places of worship (mandira, 
masjid), temple rituals, yogic practices, pilgrimage places, religious texts, 
and the need for clergy. Kabir (ca. 15th century CE), a Sant, rejected all 
institutional forms of religion, even as he taught the simple yet difficult 
path of devotion to the Divine Name: 

Pandit, do some research 

And let me know 


How to destroy transiency. 

Money, religion, pleasure, liberation — 

Which way do they stay brother? 

North, South, East or West? 

In heaven or the underworld? 

If Gopal is everywhere, where is hell? 

Heaven and hell are for the ignorant. 

Not for those who know Hari. 

The fearful thing that everyone fears, 

I do not fear. 

I am not confused about sin and purity, heaven and hell. 

Kablr says, seekers listen! 

Wherever you are 

Is the entry point. (Kablr, Btjak sabda 42) 33 

According to the Sants, one need not be preoccupied with religious 
customs or beliefs, since liberation or the realization of the true nature of 
one's soul is attainable through the mere recitation of the Divine Name. 
And, since liberation is achievable through the mere recitation of the 
Divine Name, giving up household life is not a requirement. In fact, 
renouncing this world is frowned on as it is viewed as a religious practice 
that only distracts devotees from self-realization. 

According to McLeod, it is through the Sant tradition that Vaisnava 
Bhakti, the Nath yogic tradition, and Sufism have influenced Sikhism. 34 
Although the Sikh tradition shares continuities with the Sant tradition, 
especially during its inception, it nevertheless has its own specific 
interpretation and integration of various beliefs and practices. The 
foundations of Sikhism were laid by Guru Nanak (1469- 1539 CE), the 
first of a succession of ten Sikh gurus, who together established the Sikh 
religion. 


The Sikh gums, like the Sants, taught a radical rejection of all external 
forms of religion. Likewise, they also rejected the notion of renouncing the 
world and the taking to ascetic practices in order to attain moksa. The third 
Sikh gum, Amar Das (1479-1574 CE) explains the futility of renunciation 
thus: 


Some sit in the forest realms, 
and do not answer any calls. 

Some break ice in the cold [winter], 
and bathe in freezing water. 

Some rub ashes on their bodies, 
and do not wash off the dirt. 

With their hair matted, 
some look wild, 

and bring dishonour to their family lineage. 

Some wander naked, 
during the day and night, 
and do not sleep. 

Some burn their limbs with fire, 
and damage themselves. 

Without nam, 

the body is reduced to ashes. . . . 

(Var Malar, M.3, GGS, pp. 1284-85) 35 

In their religious and social dissent, the Sikh gums taught that the mere 
recitation of the Divine Name is the sufficient means to spiritual 
attainment. This inner devotion to nama is open to all, irrespective of 
gender or caste. The Sikh theological and social stance on equality is 
similar to that of the Sant tradition; it opposes the classical Hindu belief 
that liberation is open only to males belonging to the three higher classes 
(dvij a) -brahmin, ksatriya, and vai§ya; as well it opposes the necessity of 
monastic or ascetic life advocated by Buddhism and Jainism. 


In contrast with the opposing perspectives on renunciation as a 
prerequisite for liberation found in Hinduism and Buddhism, Sikhism 
offers a distinct stance against individuals withdrawing from society in the 
pursuit of liberation from samsara. And it is in Siddh Gost that the founder 
of Sikhism, Guru Nanak, explicitly expounds on the question of why 
renunciation of the material world is not necessary for, or even useful in, 
the pursuit of moksa. Consequently, Siddh Gost is a fundamental 
philosophical text in the understanding of the Sikh position on 
renunciation and liberation. This brief but important text is essential to a 
better understanding of the unique evolution of the Sikh philosophical 
system. The present analysis of the text is addressed precisely to that aim. 

METHODOLOGY 

In the academic field, Sikh studies have, for the most part, been extremely 
polarized:36 the "traditional historians" (for example, Trilochan Singh, 
Gurdarshan Singh Dhillon, Daljeet Singh)" versus the "critical [skeptical] 
historians" (e.g., W. H. McLeod, Harjot Singh Oberoi, Pashaura Singh)38 
While the "traditional historians" have as their aim to preserve or protect 
what Sikhs hold as the Truth, the "critical his torians" have as their 
primary goal the determination of historical facts concerning the 
development of Sikhism, such as the authenticity of texts and their 
authorship, and the historical accuracy in the interpretation of texts. In 
actual fact, the "traditional historians" have come to perceive the "critical 
historians" as attacking the Sikh faith and identity, whereas the latter view 
the former as being insensitive to the canons of scholarly research and the 
quest for historical truth. 

It is noteworthy that, in addition to these two types of scholars, there 
has also been the tradition of the giani (literally "possessors of 
knowledge"), Sikh philosopher-preacher. Although the term giani has 
come to be used loosely to refer to anyone who may talk authoritatively 


about religion in the gurdwara (Sikh temple) setting, traditionally there are 
teacher- student lineages involving rigorous training in learning about the 
religion and its practices (equivalent to the Hindu acarya) for the purpose 
of propagation and teaching about the religion to the community. In 
acknowledging the giani as an important traditional resource for learning 
about the Sikh tradition, the religious discourse has nevertheless to be 
viewed in the light of the giani s audience: 

There is always the possibility of several interpretations in this 
process [katha] of religious discourse, since each individual giant 
maybe offering his or her own interpretation specific to the situation 
of a particular audience. 3 9 

Indeed, for the giam, the nature of any particular religious discourse is 
necessarily contextual, that is, influenced by his audience. Although giants 
are very learned in Sikh (and Hindu) literature and the beliefs and customs 
of the common folk, they do not, for the most part, engage in intellectual 
dialogue with the "traditional historians." 

Scholarship on Sikhism can be traced back to the mid-nineteenth 
century, when the British began their rule in the Punjab. The early 
European scholars were interested in both Sikh religion (Trumpp, 
Macauliffe)40 and Sikh history (Cunningham)." Their work was soon 
followed by the emergence of Sikh scholars (such as Teja Singh and Sahib 
Singh),' who entered into dialogue with the "Orientalists" during the period 
of the Singh Sabha movement, which had as its focus the creation of a 
distinct Sikh identity. This Orientalist- Sikh dialogue can be viewed as the 
embryonic stage of the more contemporary contentious debate on issues 
that have divided the traditional and critical historians in relation to 
academic work on Si khi sm. Much controversy surrounds Sikh studies 
regarding a number of issues4" most often rooted in the scholar's particular 
methodology. It centers primarily on the employment by the "critical 
historians" of the textual-criticism method to Sikh scripture and religious 


literature as well as the use of historical methodology that involves 
deconstruction of events, followed by a new reconstruction. 

As between the positions of the two opposed groups, this analysis 
adopts an approach that takes the middle ground. Related to the field of 
Indology, the analysis certainly recognizes and incorporates the relevant 
issues surrounding historical authenticity and accuracy. However, while 
the analysis looks at historical context and consistency, it does so without 
losing sight of that which is viewed as important to Sikh theology/ 
tradition even as it deals with the religious significance of particular 
phenomena. An example from the study of another tradition is certainly 
enlightening here. In the work on Christianity, it is regarded as useful to 
reconstruct the "historical Jesus," yet it is done without losing sight of the 
religious significance of the "Christ of faith."44 Similarly, it is important 
to keep in mind both the "Guru Nanak of faith" and the "Faith of Guru 
Nanak."45 

This work, indeed, includes an inquiry into the historical accuracy and 
consistency of the corpus of Sikh literature, including the janam-sakhts 
(hagiographies about Guru Nanak); yet it also takes into serious 
consideration that which does not strictly emerge as historical fact. Surely, 
"improbable" events described in the hagiographies may well have some 
religious significance beyond the domain of history. And, while historical 
context is undoubtedly important in looking at religious development, a 
mere historical reconstruction may well fall far short in understanding 
matters relating to religious beliefs and practices. Indeed, one needs to 
shed light on religious phenomena that matter and make sense to the 
believer.46 

This work on Siddh Gost is a textual analysis of the hymn in the 
context of the Sikh literature concerning Guru Nanak and his meetings 
with the Nath yogis. It aims not only to take into consideration the 
historical context of the hymn, but also seeks to explore the hymn's 


religious significance beyond historical fact and inconsistency. That is, this 
work attempts to look at the metaphorical meanings and theological 
significance of the seemingly illogical events in the hagiographies 
surrounding Guru Nanak and the Nath yogis. In doing so, the study draws 
on information that is communicated by gianis, who are familiar with the 
oral tradition surrounding Siddh Gost. 

AIMS OF THE STUDY 

The chief aims of this work are: (1) to provide an understanding of Siddh 
Gost (and Sikhism in general) in the larger framework of the typology of 
the four different religious lifestyles manifest among the four main Indian 
religions, (2) to provide an analysis of the key theological beliefs of Guru 
Nanak that are expounded in Siddh Gost, (3) to demonstrate how Guru 
Nanak's philosophical system is actually put into practice, (4) to establish 
how Nath yogic terminology has been appropriated in Sikh scripture even 
as the latter rejects Nath belief and practice, and, last, (5) to provide an 
original English translation of Siddh Gost. 

The textual analysis of Siddh Gost (or for that matter, any text, 
regardless of its size) involves knowledge about three aspects concerning 
the context of the text to be interpreted. These three aspects are: (1) the 
historical life-situation of the author of the text (chapter 3), (2) the function 
of the text, including the audience for whom, and the purpose for which, 
the text was written (chapter 4), and (3) the theological or philosophical 
orientation of the text (chapter 5). Since the Siddh Gost consists of a 
discourse between the author and a second party, there is an additional 
aspect that requires attention, and that is familiarity with the second party - 
the Nath yogis-the people with whom the author is engaged in discussion 
(chapter 2). Further, adequately grasping the meaning of the text involves 
special focus on how Guru Nanak rejects the traditional householder and 
ascetic religious lifestyles even as he uses ascetic terminology to teach the 


path of "True" yoga while "living-in-this-world" (chapter 6). All four 
aspects of textual analysis require attention, and are therefore explored in 
the chapters that follow. 

Before commencing the analysis of Guru Nanak's teachings on "True" 
yoga as expounded in Siddh Gost, it is necessary to first provide 
background material on the Nath yogis and Guru Nanak, the two 
participants in the Siddh Gost discourse. Therefore, an analysis of the Nath 
yogic tradition as well as information on the life of Guru Nanak and the 
sources regarding his encounters and discourses with the Nath yogis are 
the topics of the next two chapters, respectively. 



Part 2 

Setting the Stage for Siddh Gost 



Chapter Two 


The Nath Tradition and Hath- Yoga 


A yogi (jogi in Punjabi) is technically a practitioner of yoga. That is, a 
person committed to a certain set of mental and physical exercises for the 
sake of acquiring occult powers (siddhis) and for the attainment of 
liberation or immortality (ftvan-mukti). Traditionally, a yogi renounces the 
material world, with renunciation often consisting of an ascetic lifestyle, 
the taking of a vow of celibacy, rigorous study, and the practice of 
meditation. However, the word "yogi" came to acquire the negative 
connation of (especially Saiva) sectarianism, which, in orthodox circles, 
has been viewed as heretical since it was based on its nonVedic beliefs and 
practices. 

Closely related to the term "yogi" is the appellation siddha, which 
literally means a "realized, accomplished or perfected" one. Siddha is a 
broad word for an ascetic who has through specific practices realized (1) 
superhuman powers (siddhis) and (2) immortality (fivan-mukti). In first 
century CE, there existed a cult that believed in a blessed abode where 
there are divine siddhas. It was not until the medieval period (ca. twelfth 
century CE) that there was an emergence of both Hindu and Buddhist 
siddha cults following a common body of mystic dogma and practices.' 

There are many different groups of siddhas across the Indian 
subcontinent, including Mahesvara Siddhas in the Deccan region, Sittars in 
Tamil Nadu, Mahasiddhas or Siddhacaryas in Bengal, Nath Siddhas in 
northern India, and Rasa Siddhas, who were alchemists in medieval India? 
Although many groups of yogis or siddhas existed during ca. twelfth to 
thirteenth century CE in medieval India, the Nath sect is, in fact, the sole 
surviving group of yogis in the Indian subcontinent.' Moreover, the Nath 


sect is regarded as one of the higher classes of yogis in India.' It is 
important to note that, while the term siddha includes both Hindus and 
Buddhists, the Naths are exclusively Hindus (albeit the Nath tradition itself 
evidences Mahay ana and Tantric Buddhist influence). 6 

Though Nath is the name used in reference to a specific class of 
yogis/siddhas, Guru Nanak uses it interchangeably with the umbrella term 
siddha. Siddh Gost, "siddh" (in Punjabi) refers specifically to those 
associated with the Nath tradition. That is, the "siddhs" here are members 
of the Nath tradition that pioneered hath-yoga (hatha-yoga in Sanskrit). In 
this chapter, therefore, only Nath yogis/siddhas will be examined since it is 
with them that Guru Nanak had his discourse in Siddh Gost. Besides the 
fact that the text is a dialogue between some Nath yogis and Guru Nanak, 
Siddh Gost also contains various references to Nath beliefs and practices. 
Hence, it is important to understand the Nath tradition in order to fully 
grasp the meaning of the Siddh Gost text. It is noteworthy to mention here 
that Nath presence has been significant in the Punjab. Indeed, Sikh 
literature-like Guru Nanak's Siddh Gost and in the legendary accounts 
about Guru Nanak's life (discussed in chapter 3)makes references to the 
Nath yogis. Significantly, popular Punjabi folk songs also make reference 
to the Nath yogis.' 

This chapter examines the specific religious orientation of the Nath 
tradition. First, the chapter discusses the Nath lifestyle of renunciation, and 
provides a general overview of Nath religious beliefs and rituals. Second, 
it analyses the Nath practice of hath-yoga in the larger context of the 
classical Indian tradition of yoga. The chapter contextualizes and interprets 
the several references to Nath yogic belief and practice in Siddh Gost. 
Besides, it demonstrates how the Nath yogis definitely fall into the 
category of renunciates withdrawn from society even as they engage in 
practices that have been branded as Hindu heterodoxy. 


THE NATH LIFESTYLE OF RENUNCIATION 


The word Nath literally means "master." It is the suffix given to the names 
of the most fully initiated, accomplished, and revered members of the Nath 
order. The Nath sect is an ascetic tradition associated with northern India, 
which recognizes its founder to be the North Indian figure by the name of 
Gorakhnatha or Goraksanatha, who may have lived during the eleventh 
century CE. Having its roots in heterodox Saivism associated with 
Kashmir,' the Nath yogis worship the Hindu god Siva as Adi Natha, the 
"original master." The tradition flourished during the twelth to thirteenth 
centuries in many regions of the Indian subcontinent, including Bengal, 
Punjab, Rajasthan, and Sind. 

Various other names are used to refer to the Nath yogis, reflecting their 
distinctive characteristics. First, they are referred to as Gorakhnathis, 
following their celebrated founder Gorakhnatha. Sec ond, Nath yogis are 
also simply called Yogis because of their practice of hath-yoga and their 
adherence to an ascetic lifestyle. Third, they are popularly known as 
Kanphatas, which refers to the fact of them having split their ear cartilage 
for the placing of earrings, a distinctive practice and feature of the Nath 
tradition. Last, they are also known by the name Darsanis ("huge 
earrings") because of their distinctive mark of wearing huge earrings.' 

The Nath tradition-like many other medieval Indian religious 
traditions -has been influenced by Tantra.10 The Tantra tradition has been 
looked down on-and often completely dismissed-in orthodox circles 
because of its unsystematic heterodox or non-Vedic beliefs and practices, 
including sorcery, shamanism, and erotic rituals. As a result, there is great 
variance in Tantric practices, with some sects having actually tried to 
distance themselves from the sexual or magical orientation of some of the 
earlier Tantric practices. In fact, some Tantric sects have incorporated 
"orthodox" concepts to reinvigorate the tradition as also for the purpose of 
legitimation or Vedicization. In the same manner, around the eleventh 


century (and later), Tantric beliefs and practices began to also have an 
influence on "mainstream" Hinduism. 1 1 

Tantric culture, according to Bhattacharya, presupposes raja-yoga and 
hath-yoga,12 indicating that the culture surrounding and influencing the 
Nath tradition is more ancient than that tradition's particular pioneering 
practice of hath-yoga. Moreover, David White contends that the siddhas 
appropriated traditions that existed prior to those of Tantrism.13 The Nath 
tradition in terms of both its religious beliefs and practices, in fact, 
evidences strong features of the ancient Indian tradition of asceticism and 
Tantrism even as it includes some elements associated with "mainstream" 
Vedic and classical Hinduism. The convergence of the various religious 
streams are evident in some important features of the Nath tradition: (1) 
the lineage of gurus (Indian asceticism, mainstream Hinduism, Tantra); (2) 
renunciation for the purpose of acquiring occult powers and immortality 
(Tantra); (3) the nature of its esoteric teachings (Indian asceticism, 
Tantra); (4) its religious orientation to shamanism, magic, and exorcism in 
order to ward off evil omens or spirits (Vedic, Tantra); as well as (5) its 
sexual practices, including accumulating spiritual heat (tapas), for spiritual 
advancement (Upanisadic, Tantra). 

The Nath yogis follow the tradition of guru-disciple lineages. The Nath 
tradition reveres nine immortal teachers (yogis) and eightyfour ascetics 
(siddhas). The nine immortal teachers are viewed as the immortal religious 
leaders or gurus of the tradition, whereas the eightyfour ascetics (siddhas) 
are celebrated for having become perfected ones or semidivine beings 
through their rigorous yogic practices. There is much confusion 
surrounding the various siddha lists because it is a broad term that came to 
refer to divine beings and legendary figures as well as historical people. 14 

There are also many versions of the lineage of the "nine" revered Nath 
immortal teachers that had come to be recognized around the twelfth or 
thirteenth centuries. 15 One of the more fundamental lineages of the nine 


immortal Nath teachers, according to Briggs, begins with Gorakhnatha as 
the disciple of Siva: (1) Gorakhnatha, (2) Matsyendranatha, (3) 
Carpatnatha, (4) Mangalnatha, (5) Ghugonatha, (6) Gopinatha, (7) 
Prannatha, (8) Suratnatha, and (9) Cambanatha. 1 6 In contrast, according to 
White the most common names in the Nath list of "nine" immortal 
teachers include: (1) Matsyendranatha, (2) Gorakhnatha, (3) Carpatnatha, 
(4) Jalandhara, (5) Kaneri, (6) Caurangi, (7) Nagarjuna, (8) Bhartrhari, and 
(9) Gopichand. Indeed, Matsyendranatha is frequently placed before 
Gorakhnatha because he is often revered as Gorakh's guru. 

Besides the disparate lineages of the nine immortal Nath teachers, 
there exist many subsects of the Nath cult throughout the Indian 
subcontinent. Traditionally, there have been "twelve" recognized subsects 
of the Nath Order, 17 most of which are said to have been established by 
the disciples of Gorakhnatha or Matsyendranatha (e.g., Gopichand, 
Bhartrhari, Nagarjuna, Caurangi). There is much variation in the listings, 
primarily because the tradition spread throughout the Indian subcontinent. 
That is, the many master-disciple lineages belonging to the various 
subsects reflect the expansion of the Nath religious order around the 
fifteenth to sixteenth century across many regions, especially in western 
India. 18 For example, in the Punjab during the sixteenth century, one list 
of the "nine" Nath teachers differs from the common names listed above. 
The Punjabi list of the nine immortal teachers includes: (1) Siva, (2) Ude 
(Udaya), (3) Matsyendranatha, (4) Jalandhari-pa, (5) Gorakhnath, (6) 
Arjan Naga, (7) Nim-/Paras-natha, (8) Bartrinatha, and (9) Kanipa.19 

The various Nath lineages are often traced back to the religious figure 
Gorakhnatha (whose guru, as aforementioned, is often said to have been 
the highly revered Matsyendranatha), associated with the Gurkha region of 
Nepal. There is dispute surrounding the meaning of the name 
Gorakhnatha. Some scholars contend that Gorakhnatha refers to the 
"malevolent" or "fearful" (ghor) lord (natha), while others take 


Goraksnatha to mean "Lord of Cattle" or "Lord of Goraksa" or as referring 
to the deity of Gorkha (Nepal)2° 

Along with ambiguity regarding the name Gorakhnatha, there is also a 
lot of vagueness surrounding this religious figure. Gorakhnatha seems to 
be a composite of history and the earlier legendary literature. It is 
important to note that he is connected with the earlier legendary figure 
called Gorakh in the siddha divine abode. Moreover, Gorakh has also been 
portrayed as guru or disciple in other Saiva or Siddha sects. 21 

Along with his various guru-disciple roles, Gorakhnatha became 
deified and revered as the embodiment of Siva or Adinatha.22 Although 
Gorakhnatha is associated with the northern Himalayan region of the 
Indian subcontinent, Nath yogis can be found throughout India, including 
the regions of the Punjab, Rajputana, Deccan, and Bengal.23 In other parts 
of India, historical figures like Gorakhnatha and Matsyendranatha have 
become revered as demigods: 

Gorakhnatha who having discovered the shrine of the godling gorkha 
(divinity of the Gurkhas of the Himalayan region of Gurkha in 
Nepal) took the name Gorakhnatha "he whose Lord is Gorakh." 
There has been a conceptual shift from "shrine served by a holy 
man" himself was effected in the Indian popular imagination and in 
the generation of legends that grew up around this composite 
figure24 

The many narrative accounts about Gorakhnatha predominantly describe 
him as possessing great divine stature based on his occult powers evident 
in his saving people from evil and the like. 21 

Following the ancient Indian tradition of asceticism, the Nath yogis 
renounce worldly life; that is, they remove themselves from mundane 
existence in order to pursue their ascetic and yogic discipline. Indeed, they 


fall into the category of renunciates living outside society. Although the 
Nath yogis are required to renounce worldly affairs, they are not supposed 
to do it in isolation, such as wandering alone or living as hermits. Rather, 
Nath yogis are to live in the company of their fellow yogis-either by 
residing in monasteries or by traveling together in groups even as they 
remove themselves from worldly affairs. Siddh Gost makes reference to 
the Nath practice of renunciation, describing it both in terms of living in 
the forests as well as visiting pilgrimage places: 

Siddhas: 

Away from the stores and highways, 

we abide in the woods among the plants and trees. 

Our food is fruit and roots; 

[To live like this] is the wisdom spoken of by the wise ones. 

We bathe at sacred pools and attain fruits of peace, 
so that our minds are free from filth. 

Gorakh's disciple Loharipa says: 
this is the way of yoga. (SG 7) 

The practice of renunciation from mundane existence is viewed as the 
practical way of creating an environment suitable for the Nath yogic 
pursuits of acquiring occult powers and attaining immortality. 

Not engaging oneself with the world includes not earning a living, 
celibacy, and not having progeny. One is not to work in the world, but 
rather to sustain oneself by begging for food. Siddh Gost describes the 
dress of the siddhas as carrying a "begging bag," along with the wearing of 
a "patched coat," and the bearing of "huge earrings": 

Nanak: 

O yogi! Let your vision be 

the patched coat, ear-rings, and [begging] bag. . . . (SG 9) 


The vow of celibacy removes the yogis from the social responsibilities of 
marriage and having a family, especially progeny, which is regarded as a 
distraction from the yogic way of life. 

Theoretically, only twice-born (dvija) people are allowed to enter the 
Nath sect, even though the order itself does not uphold caste 
stratification.26 There are two stages to becoming a Nath yogi: (1) novice 
(Aughar), during the probationary period; and (2) a fullfledged or 
accomplished yogi.27 When one becomes a novice (Aughar) the 
individual's head is shaved. On initiation as a full-fledged yogi, the 
practitioner's ears are split by a chosen guru or religious teacher with a 
double-edged razor. The ears are then plugged with nim wood in order to 
hang huge earrings. These earrings are referred to as mundra, the symbol 
of the yogi's faith.28 The practice of ear-splitting and the custom of 
wearing huge earrings symbolize the yogi's spiritual status as an immortal. 
These symbols are the distinctive marks of a Nath yogi. 

Besides the ear-splitting and wearing of huge earrings, the Nath yogis 
have other distinguishing characteristics indicating their status as a Nath 
yogi, including (1) a thread tied on the wrist for protection; (2) ashes on 
the body in order to protect one from the evil spirits, as well as to signify 
death to the world; 9 (3) tripund mark on the forehead, three horizontal 
lines made of ashes or sandal paste, a universal Saivite mark; (4) brand 
mark of a linga-yoni30 on their right forearm received at Koteswar (in 
western India31) when yogis take pilgrimage to Hing Lail32 a center to be 
visited in order to become a "perfected one"; (5) saffron robe, which is 
believed to provide protection from the demons; (6) headdress, which 
varies from turban to nothing; and (7) rosaries even though they are not 
standardized. 3 3 

The Nath tradition includes many esoteric practices. In their effort to 
acquire occult power-especially over the evil spirits-they resort to 
exorcism, shamanism, alchemy and more important hathyoga, even as they 


engage in some "mainstream" Hindu forms of worship. The statues of the 
various divine Nath figures are to be worshiped, including the nine revered 
Nath immortal teachers and the eighty-four celebrated siddhas. These 
statues are to be worshipped at various Nath centers and temples. 34 Along 
with the Nath religious figures, Nath yogis also worship many gods of the 
Hindu pantheon, especially Siva. The primary deity for the Naths is 
Bhairava (a malevolent and horrific manifestation of Siva), even though 
other Hindu gods like Hanuman are also worshiped. Offerings are made in 
worship (puja) to the gods and Nath religious figures in temples, with 
bulva leaves, dhatura, water, uncooked rice, sweets and camphor, 
coconuts, and cooked food. Blood offerings are also made to Bhairava 
from the yogi's little finger or tip of his tongue35 

Pilgrimages to sacred places (tirtha in Sanskrit) are also important. 
Nath yogis make pilgrimages to both mainstream Hindu places like 
Ayodhya,6 Varanasi37 and Hardwar,38 as well as important Nath centers 
or monasteries such as Tilla39, and Hirig Laj. The monastery at Hirig Laj 
is the center that a novice must visit in order to become a "perfected one" 
since it is the place where Gorakhnatha is said to have split Bhartrhari s 
ears.40 There are also other sites to visit like the cave temple of 
Gorakhnatha, a sacred hearth of the Gurkhas located in western Nepal.41 

Among the many Hindu sacred feasts and festivals (ustava), Sivratri is 
the most important one for the Naths. Sivratri occurs on the thirteenth of 
the light half of each lunar month. During the sacred time of Sivratri, 
devotees worship Siva at sunset and fast until the stars appear on the night 
of the thirteenth of each month.42 The fast lasts twenty-four hours long, 
during which one is to abstain from food and drink. During Sivratri, the 
Nath yogis worship the malevolent form of Siva. The linga-the aniconic 
form of Siva-is also worshiped every third hour of the day and throughout 
the night. The Naths remain awake all night long in order to sing songs in 
devotion and honor of Gorakhnatha. According to the Nath tradition, 


upholding the Sivratri rituals actually expiates all sin, helps in the 
attainment of one's desires during this life, as well as brings one toward 
union with Siva or final release after death (mukti).43 The worship is open 
to all people, including untouchables and women. The use of the Aum44 
mantra is, however, only accessible to dvija, the men belonging to the 
three higher Hindu classes.45 

Along with the practice of Hindu worship (puja) and the celebration of 
the sacred festivals (ustava), there is also a great deal of emphasis placed 
on acquiring control over evil spirits. In fact, breathing is used to detect 
good and bad omens; exorcism is used for the cure of diseases;46 charms 
are used as devices to ward off evil spirits. Similarly, the yogis use box- 
shaped or cylindrical-shaped amulets made out of gold, copper, or silver, 
worn on the arm or hung from the neck for protection from evil spirits. 
The Nath earrings also carry with them a special protection, as does the 
black thread (kangan) worn on the wrist.47 

Following common Hindu belief and practice, the Naths, too, regard 
animals like the cow as sacred. Higher regard is, however, given to black 
animals, including the rhinoceros, black buck, dogs, and snakes. The 
rhinoceros is particularly important. As part of animal sacrifice, the 
rhinoceros' body and legs are offered to Gorakhnatha. Moreover, the Nath 
rings and earrings are made from the rhinoceros horns. Even though 
different species of snakes and serpents are worshiped, the cobra is the 
most popular snake because it represents Siva.41 

In combination with its practice of hath-yoga, the Nath tradition also 
recognizes the power of semen (bindu) or "procreative fluids" for spiritual 
realization. The Goraksa Sataka49 describes the power of semen: 

But the bindu is the cause of the body. In it arise all the channels 
which together constitute the body, from head to foot.... his bindu, 
even (though he be) embraced by a woman, does not fall. While the 


bindu remains in the body, there is no fear of death. As long as the 
khecarimudra is continued, so long the bindu does not go down. 
(Goraksa Sataka 68-70) 

The yogic practices aimed at the conservation of, and control over, bindu 
is central. The tradition transmits to the disciples esoteric teachings about 
the practices surrounding the control over bindu and the transformation of 
sexual desire or heat into spiritual or thermal heat (tapas).50 This spiritual 
heat travels through the six cakras up to the head for the experience of 
illumination. The act of masturbation without the release of semen 
(ejaculation) is regarded as a means to control desire and to turn sexual 
heat into spiritual energy and hence eventual immortality or illumination. 

The esoteric teachings are intended to guide practitioners, especially 
for the purpose of attaining union with Siva. Similar to Saiva Tantra 
practitioners (tantrikas), the Naths view Siva as supreme consciousness 
and Sakti as his consort. The practitioner is required to approach Siva 
through various yogic and esoteric practices with the ultimate aim of 
union51 While Siva is god, there are two manifestations of § akti : vibration 
(nada) and illumination (jnana). Vibration leads to, and awakens, 
illumination. The path of controlling the breath (pranayama), in fact, 
awakens the mind for illumination to occur. A mystical sound (mantra) 5 2 
is experienced at the height of the practice of channeling energy. 5 3 

The emphasis on mantra is built on three concepts: (1) lifesupport 
(nada), which supports all things of the universe, also referred to as the 
universal soul; (2) word (§abda),4 which has fifty radical elements of 
vibrations connected to the fifty letters of the Sanskrit alphabet; and (3) 
breath (pram), which internally harmonizes the gross body. These three 
concepts altogether constitute cosmic energy. Sabda and pram generate the 
vibrations of nada. The higher cerebral centers are regulated by meditation 
with §abda through which nada resonates. Nada is powerful and causes the 
kundalini to rise up to the head. In turn, one experiences the unstruck 


sound (anahata nada), also described as mystical union (sahaj), during 
which duality is destroyed. 

In light of the foregoing discussion, Nath yogis belong to the category 
of the renunciate living outside society based on the fact that (1) they are 
oriented toward esoteric practices leading to spiritual realization, and (2) 
they "renounce-this-world" and take on the ascetic lifestyle, which is 
viewed as the prerequisite for liberation. While immortality is the ultimate 
goal, the Naths also pay a lot of attention to attaining occult powers 
through practices such as hath-yoga. The Nath yogis are revered as the 
pioneers of hath-yoga, one of the several types of yoga. The following 
section examines the Nath practice of hath-yoga. 

THE INDIAN TRADITION OF HATH-YOGA 

The word "yoga" is derived from the Sanskrit verb root yuj "to join, unite, 
harness, yoke, fasten, prepare," and has a variety of meanings, including 
"union, conjunction, discipline." The term "yoga" connotes some sort of 
experience of union with the universal soul or attainment of wisdom 
achieved through the path of disciplined mental and physical exercises. 
While yoga literally means "union," it is important to note that the 
emphasis of the Indian traditions of yoga is actually on the disciplined path 
toward union rather than on union itself. 5 5 

Yoga is simply one among many paths meant to be pursued in the 
context of a broader religious worldview, with the larger purpose of self- 
realization. The physical benefits of yoga are less significant than the 
primary goal of liberation. As stated by B. K. S. Iyenger: "The original 
idea of yoga is freedom and beatitude, and the by-products which come 
along the way, including physical health, are secondary for the 
practitioner. "5 6 

The classical tradition of yoga (also referred to as raja-yoga) has had a 


vital impact on the development of Hindu belief and practice. Yogic 
practice, however, preceded Patanjali s formalization of classical yoga. 
There had prevailed different Vedic and Tantric practices for controlling 
the bodily and mental processes, even as some practices may have 
emerged from non- Aryan sources57 The practices associated with yoga, 
like celibacy, study, and asceticism, can be traced as far back as the 
Brahmanas (ca. 700 BCE), which form part of the Vedic corpus of 
literature. 5 8 

There are many references to yogic discipline in the Upanisads, 
including Katha Upanisad, Kena Upanisad, and Sveta§vatara Upanisad.59 
Yogic practice is primarily described as the controlling of the senses in 
order to attain discriminative wisdom: 

When cease the five 

knowledge, together with mind ( manas ), 

and the intellect ( buddhi ) stirs not — 

That, they say, is the highest course. 

This they consider as Yoga — 
the firm holding back of the senses. 

Then one becomes undistracted. 

Yoga, truly, is the origin and the end. ( Katha Upanisad 6.10-11) 

The essence of yoga is the path of controlling the senses for the purpose of 
acquiring discriminative wisdom. 

In a later ritual text that employs the Upanisadic literary genre (in order 
to legitimize or "Brahmanize" Tantric ritual hymns), the Yogatattva 
Upanisad (ca. posterior to tenth century CE)60 describes four main types 
of yoga: (1) raja-yoga, the path of mental discipline, (2) mantra-yoga, the 
path of mantra, 61 (3) hath-yoga, the path of breath control, and (4) laya- 
yoga, the path of quieting the senses. 62 While this text is late, it 


nevertheless refers to four main types of yoga. Significantly, among the 
four is hath-yoga, the particular practice associated with the Nath yogis. 

Before discussing hath-yoga as the chief Nath practice, one needs to 
first look at classical raja-yoga because: (1) raja-yoga provides the 
philosophical foundation to the general understanding of yoga, and, more 
important, (2) although hath-yoga specifically concentrates on breath 
control, it is to be done in conjunction with the mental exercises of raja- 
yoga. 

Classical Raja-yoga 

The classical tradition of yoga is often referred to as raja-yoga, the "royal 
way" of discipline that focuses on controlling the intellectual faculties. 63 
Yoga as outlined by Patanjali in his Yoga-sutras (ca. 100 BCE) can be 
regarded as the formalization of classical yoga in the Indian subcontinent; 
thereafter, yoga came to be considered as one of the six Hindu orthodox 
philosophical schools64 The classical Yoga school is often grouped with 
the Samkhya philosophical system because of the interconnectedness 
between the two. Indeed, the Samkhya school is regarded as the theoretical 
foundation of the Yoga school's practical orientation in respect of spiritual 
attainment.61 The SamkhyaYoga schools can thus be viewed as 
constituting the classical philosophical foundation of Hindu yogic 
traditions and practices. 

The Samkhya school is considered to be the most ancient of the 
orthodox Hindu philosophical schools. Kapila, although a mythical figure, 
is the celebrated founder of the Samkhya school. Those who recognize 
Kapila as a historical figure consider him to have lived during the sixth 
century BCE. Kapila, as a religious figure and the son of the Hindu god 
Brahma, expounds the Samkhya system of thought in the much later text, 
Bhagavata Purana (ca. 900 CE)66 The earliest Samkhya text, the 
Samkhya-karikas (ca. 300 CE), was, however, written by the historical 


figure Isvarakrsna. 

Samkhya metaphysics is based on a dualistic realism: there are two 
eternal realities (1) the self or pure consciousness (purusa) and (2) matter 
(prakrti). The two eternal realities are under the influence of the three 
constituents or attributes (gunas) that are considered to make up the 
material world. 67 Bondage occurs when purusa forgets its true nature and 
its actual relationship with prakrti; that is, purusa as pure consciousness 
misidentifies itself with prakrti, including the physical body, the senses, 
and the ego. This results in purusa losing awareness of its true nature as 
pure consciousness. 

The classical Yoga school accepts the Samkhya school of thought 
based on the fact that the latter provides the theoretical foundation for the 
Yoga system of practice or discipline of spiritual exercises for the 
attainment of discriminating wisdom. There is, however, one critical 
difference between the Samkhya and Yoga schools. In addition to the 
twenty-five elements of reality that are delineated in the Samkhya system, 
the Yoga school recognizes a twenty-sixth essential one-a distinct purusa- 
that is, the omnipresence of God. Unlike the Samkhya schema of reality, 
the Yoga school allows for the belief in God (Yogasutras 1.23-29). Hence, 
the Yoga school can be considered more theistic than the Samkhya one. 

Patanjali, both the revered founder of the classical Yoga system and 
the author of the Yoga-sutras (ca. 100 BCE), delineates a practical system 
of spiritual exercises for the sole purpose of conquering the senses in order 
to attain discriminating knowledge about the true nature of pure 
consciousness. It is an intellectual process that entails the controlling of the 
mind: "They [mental modifications] are restrained by practice and 
desirelessness" (Yoga-sutra 1.1 2). 68 

The commentary by Vyasa on the above-cited aphorism on the yogic 
practice of controlling the mind for the acquisition of discriminating 


knowledge is: 


The stream of mind flows both ways: it flows towards good and it 
flows towards evil. That which flows on to perfect independence 
(kaivalya) down the plane of discriminative knowledge is named the 
stream of happiness. That which leads to rebirth and flows down the 
plane of indiscriminative ignorance is the stream of sin. 

Among those, the flow of the desirables is thinned by 
desirelessness; the flow of discrimination is rendered visible by 
habituating the mind to the experience of knowledge. 

Hence suppression of the mental modification is dependent upon 
both. (Yogabhasya 1.12) 

Yogic practice that leads one "down the plane of discriminative 
knowledge" is eightfold, with the ultimate goal of the experience of 
freedom: 

1. physical ethical action (yama), such as nonviolence, truth, sexual 
abstinence, and generosity); 

2. ritual ethical action (niyama), such as religious observances, 
purification; 

3. posture (asana); 

4. breath control (pranayama); 

5. the withdrawal of the senses (pratyahara); 

6. fixed attention on God (Isvara) or unlimited space (dharana); 

7. concentration or meditation (dhyana); and 


8. union or illumination (samadhi). 

Union or illumination is the discriminative wisdom of the self (subject) 
and its relationship with matter (object). 

It is important to note that Patanjali s Yoga- sutras discuss the issue 
surrounding the experience of occult powers (siddhis) when practicing 
raja-yoga.69 The sutras, however, emphasize that occult powers are 
incidental and should be regarded only as subsidiary. Unlike the Nath 
yogic tradition, these occult powers, in actuality, should not be given too 
much or any attention at all, because they are a distraction from the 
ultimate experience of discriminative wisdom or freedom. 

Hath- Yoga 

Hath-yoga literally means the "yoga of force," referring to the forceful 
physical exercises. Hath-yoga is a rigorous discipline of physical practices, 
consisting of posturing (asana), hand gesturing (mudra), and breathing 
(pranayama) exercises. 70 This physical discipline has as its purpose the 
reversing of natural tendencies like the aging process. 71 According to the 
hath-yoga tradition, natural processes are associated with the imbalance of 
the sun and moon principles; that is, there is too much buildup of solar 
heat. In fact, the term hath-yoga can also be interpreted metaphorically as 
the "union of the sun (ha) and moon (tha),"72 reflecting the Nath yogic 
belief that its practice should lead to a balance between the sun (arousal 
energy) and the moon (calming energy) for the practitioner's physical and 
mental well-being 73 

This tradition's rigorous practices are for physical purification and 
strengthening of individuals. For instance, postures (asana) restore or 
maintain flexibility, vitality, and overall well-being for the aspirants. 
Moreover, the aim of the yogic practice of breath control (pranayama) is 
for the freeing of the subtle body from the web of the gross body through 


gaining control over the physical body, including the senses. The 
channeling and controlling of the vital breath (pranayama)74-the most 
popular form of yoga in the West-causes the kundalint-§akti to move from 
the base through the psychospiritual centers of energy (cakra) to higher 
states of consciousness, and ultimately illumination. 

Transformation begins when the yogi concentrates on all of his vital 
breaths at the base of his central or medial channel. The concentration of 
breath opens the medial channel and cleanses the peripheral pathways 
(nadts): 

If the air be inhaled through the left nostril, it should be expelled 
again through the other, and filling it through the right nostril, 
confining it there, it should be expelled through the left nostril. By 
practicing in this way, through the right and left nostrils alternately, 
the whole of the collection of the nadis of the yamis (practitioner) 
becomes clean, i.e., free from impurities, after three months and 
over. (Hatha-yoga Pradipika 2.10)75 

According to Indian yogic traditions, there are 72,000 pathways 
(nadis), which are the arteries of the subtle body. There are three crucial 
pathways: The first is the central or medial pathway called susumananadi, 
which runs along the axis of the body from the base of the spine to the top 
of the head. Along this central pathway, the six major cakras are located. 
Twisting around the central pathway and crossing over at each cakra is the 
ida-nadi and pingala-nadi, which also originate at the base of the spine. 76 
On the one hand, when the subtle energy flows through the ida pathway, 
the result is an overall cooling or calming effect. On the other hand, the 
subtle energy flowing through the pingala pathway results in arousal 
activity. 77 The Goraksa Satalca describes these three primary energy 
channels: 

Below the navel and above the male organ (is) the kandayoni, shaped 


like the egg of a bird. There (are) the origins of the seventy-two 
thousand nadis. Among these thousands of nadis, seventy-two have 
been specially noted. Again, among these ten carriers of the pram are 
designated as the most important. Ida and pingala and also the third 
susumana, gandhari, hastijihva, pusa and also yagasvini. Almabusa, 
kuhu§, and also iam khi ni the tenth are taught. The centres containing 
these nadis should be known always by the Yogis. Ida (is) situated 
on the left side, pingala on the right, and susumana in the mid region 
(e.g., between them); and gandhari in the left eye ... (Goraksa Sataka 
25-29) 

The awakening of the cakras proceeds from the lowest center (pelvic) 
to the highest (head), during which physical cleansing and the stabilization 
of the body's energies occurs. 78 This process consists of the kundalini- 
gakti energy piercing through the six cakras along the spinal column in the 
subtle body starting from the (1) anus (muladhara), and proceeding 
through the (2) genitals (svadhisthana), (3) navel (manipura), (4) heart 
(anahata), and (5) throat (vihuddhi), to (6) between the eyebrows (ajta). 
When breath is stable so is the mind. This energy is forced upward to the 
head, causing yogic integration (samadhi): 

As one might open a door by force with a key, so the Yogi may 
break open the door of release by means of kundalini. (Goraksa 
Sataka 51) 

As salt being dissolved in water becomes one with it, so when atma 
and mind become one, it is called samadhi. (Hatha-yoga Pradipika 
4.5) 

Yogic integration (samadhi) is the reversal of the aging process and death: 
"By cleansing the nadis the pram (is) restrained as desired, the digestive 
fire (is) kindled, internal sound is heard (becomes manifest), (and) one 
becomes diseaseless" (Goraksa Sataka 101). This process is sometimes 


referred to as the "seventh cakra" (sahasrara) represented by a thousand- 
petal lotus crown. 71 

The yogic practices make the aspirants insensitive to pain, which, in 
turn, endows them with supernatural powers. Ultimately, the body needs to 
be trained so as to overcome obstacles-like the aging process-that lie in the 
path to immortality. Although the deeper spiritual or philosophical 
foundations are not often understood or are overlooked, the larger goal is 
to move toward self-realization or transformation. Traditionally, the 
physical exercises are meant to lead aspirants to the experience of freedom 
and immortality. Illumination consists of the merging of §akti with Siva 
consciousness in the crown cakra. That is, the goal is to bring about the 
union of the polar eternals: energy (sakti) and consciousness (cit), the giver 
of ecstasy and bliss. 

In sum, the Nath yogis renounce worldly affairs for the purpose of 
acquiring occult powers and, ultimately, immortality. This puts them in 
our category of the renunciates living outside society. The tradition 
requires renunciation-including begging for food and celibacy-as the 
prerequisite to liberation. Amid their shamanistic, magical, and mystical 
practices to overcome evil spirits, they are also the pioneers of hath-yoga. 
Nath yogis place great importance on the strenuous exercises of breath 
control in order to awaken the kundalini-§akti so that it ascends to the 
highest cakra, where union occurs between §akti and Siva-consciousness. 
Unlike the raja-yogi, who discourages giving any attention to occult 
powers, the Nath yogis place much importance on acquiring occult powers 
in order to conquer the evil spirits and omens even as they simultaneously 
strive for immortality. 

The Nath yogis are the siddhas that participate in the Siddh Gost 
discourse, but it is Guru Nanalc who is the central figure of the text. Guru 
Nanak is the author of Siddh Gost and the main speaker in the text. As 
such, it is important to analyze his life and the sources regarding his 


encounters and discourses with the Nath yogis, all of which is discussed in 
the next chapter. 



Chapter Three 


Guru Nanak: Doctrine, Hagiography, and History 


Guru Nanak, the first Sikh guru, is frequently revered as a mystic, based 
on his many spiritual compositions. Guru Nanak however also denounced 
the contemporaneous religious, socioeconomic and political beliefs and 
practices of northern India. Popularly known and revered for his protests 
against social injustice, Guru Nanak explicitly critiqued the caste system 
and the hypocrisy associated with it. His sociopolitical orientation, in a 
sense, can be viewed as mirroring his theological and moral stance as 
expressed through his hymns.' For instance, the value of equality and 
universality as expressed in his hymns provides the theological context for 
his rejection of the caste system: 

Acknowledge that everyone is high. 

No one should be seen as low. 

The One has made the vessels (humans), 

and the One light pervades the three worlds. 

(Sr! Rag, M. 1, GGS, p. 62) 

Guru Nanak notes in this hymn that the notions of superiority and 
inferiority are false; that is, no one should be viewed as superior (uttam) or 
inferior (niche) to another person because everyone is but a creation of 
EkOankar, a vessel that contains the Divine Name (nam). 

Like Guru Nanak, the classical Hindu philosophers or theologians also 
contend that everyone is equal in terms of the atma. However, it is 
important to note that, in contrast to Guru Nanak, the classical 
philosophers accept the caste system at the social level? For this reason, 
Guru Nanak's devotional hymns should be viewed in the light of his social 


and religious orientation as described in the Sikh traditional hagiographies 
on his life (janam-sakhts).3 Indeed, "tradition complements scripture, "4 in 
that tradition provides a holistic or more complete understanding of Guru 
Nanak and his philosophical perspective. 

Tradition as per the hagiographies about Guru Nanak provides a 
context for understanding his scriptural hymns because these accounts 
shed light on Guru Nanak's character as well as his existential situation. 
Guru Nanak's hymns-like Siddh Gost-should therefore be read with an 
understanding of his life story, including his disciplined way of "living-in- 
this-world," spiritual travels, and the events surrounding his religious 
discourses, all of which can be drawn from the Sikh hagiographies. 

While ambiguity and historical inconsistency may exist in the various 
hagiographies about Guru Nanak, they, at the very least, reflect his 
spiritual orientation and message. Furthermore, the hagiographies reveal 
the reverence in which he is held by Sikh devotees. In the case of Siddh 
Gost, the hagiographies surrounding his spiritual journeys, and more 
specifically his encounters with the Nath yogis, are relevant in that they 
provide some understanding of the context of Guru Nanak's meetings with 
them. Moreover, the narratives concerning Guru Nanak's encounters with 
the Nath yogis are very much cherished and celebrated in the Sikh 
tradition evident in religious sermons (katha). 

This chapter provides a general overview of Guru Nanak's life based 
on both Sikh scriptural sources (Guru Granth Sahib and Bhai Gurdas's 
Varan) and the janam-sakhis. More specifically, it critically examines the 
scriptural references to Guru Nanak's encounters with the Nath yogis, and 
also the hagiographies surrounding these encounters. The chapter 
highlights the importance of Guru Nanak's travels in his larger spiritual 
journey and attempts to situate Siddh Gost in relation to the hagiographies 
about him , in particular their descriptions of his encounters with the Nath 
yogis. 


THE LIFE OF GURU NANAK 


There are three main sources from which Gum Nanak's life can be drawn 
from: (1) Gum Granth Sahib, (2) Bhai Gurdas's Varan, and (3) janam- 
sakhts "life [hagiographical] stories [of Gum Nanak]." The first source, 
Gum Granth Sahib (Adi Granth), the primary Sikh scripture, includes nine 
hundred and seventy-six hymns attributed to him. These hymns refer to 
various religious figures, teachers, and beliefs, reflecting his knowledge of 
many religious traditions. However, by no means are the hymns an 
historical account of Gum Nanak's life; rather, they primarily reveal Gum 
Nanak's philosophical thought. Having said that, there are several hymns 
about Babar's invasion of the Indian subcontinent, referred to as "Babar- 
bani,"5 from which one can delin eate some very limited information 
about Guru Nanak's life. These hymns would nevertheless not suffice for 
an adequate biographical account of Gum Nanak. 

The second source for the reconstmction of Gum Nanak's life is Bhai 
Gurdas's commentary on the Guru Granth Sahib called the Varan.6 The 
Varan provides some references to Gum Nanak's life and activities (1.23- 
45 and XI. 13- 14), including his spiritual journeys and meetings with the 
Nath yogis. Like the Gum Granth Sahib, Bhai Gurdas's Varan is also not a 
historical account of the first five Sikh gurus; rather, it primarily focuses 
on their spiritual teachings. According to W. H. McLeod, the references in 
the Varan can be accepted as valid, given the brevity of the life account of 
Gum Nanak. In fact, the selection of Gum Nanak's life events in Bhai 
Gurdas coincide with the two main "life-stories" (janam-sakhts) (see below 
the discussion on Guru Nanak's life for more elaboration).' 

While both the Guru Granth Sahib and the Varan provide minimal 
information regarding Gum Nanak's life, the third and final main source 
for the reconstruction of Gum Nanak's life story is the genre of 
hagiographical literature known as the janam-sakhys (literally 
"lifestories"), including (1) Puratan Janam-sakhi, (2) Miharban Janam- 


sakhi, (3) Bala or Bhai Bala Janam-sakhi, and (4) Gyan-ratanavah or Many 
Singh Janam-sakhi. The pan-Indian genre of hagiography (also referred to 
as "sacred biography") consists of stories about historical figures that mix 
fact with legend. Hagiographies relate historical events, even as they 
intertwine them with stories of supernatural births, miracles and the like. 
Although a story's kernel may be historical, the hagiographical accounts 
often reflect religious or societal concerns of the times. The purpose may 
more often than not be to transmit the kernel of truth contained in the 
stories.' 

There are many pan-Indian hagiographical motifs that are common to 
stories about religious figures, leaders, philosophers, and mystics. First, 
religious figures or gurus of a lineage are frequently linked back to divine 
figures or even God. Second, the religious figure written about is often 
described in relation to other religious people in order to demonstrate his 
or her superiority. Last, stories contain miraculous birth and death 
accounts, in order to establish the spiritual status of the person along with a 
particular theological perspective.' 

The Sikh hagiographies of Guru Nanak are most likely based on an 
oral tradition that began during the sixteenth century and was only later put 
into written form. The janam-sakhi corpus is believed to have emerged 
during the middle of the seventeenth and early eighteenth century (around 
one and a half centuries after Guru Nanak), continuing in to the nineteenth 
century. 10 That is, the extant janam-sakhis can be traced back only to as 
early as the middle of the seventeenth century CE. 

For Sikhs, the janam-sakhis are highly revered stories reflecting Guru 
Nanak's spiritual stature, and are indeed a testimony of faith. 
Hagiographies convey a supernatural message in concrete terms, but they 
are often perceived as illogical to Sikhs who have acquired a critical and 
analytical orientation." The stories are nevertheless central to Sikh belief 
and practice. One of the most renowned stories about Guru Nanak is "His 


immersion in the river for three days": 

One day they saw him [Nanak] going for a dip in the stream which 
ran past the town. Casting his garments upon the 'Shore of Life' 
Nanak plunged into the Infinite. He suddenly disappeared and was 
taken as drowned.... The waters of the river were combed. Divers 
were pressed into service. Search parties were organized, but to no 
avail. In fact hope faded, dwindled and was lost altogether. 

At the end of the third day, Nanak reappeared on the scene to the 
unending joy of the sorrowing citizens of Sultanpur. But he was now 
a completely changed man with a divine glory on his face and 
luminous halo around the head. Crowds gathered around him. He 
was not Nanak now, but Guru Nanak-the Divine Master, the World- 
Teacher.... 

When Nanak came out of the water, the words that were on his 
lips, were: "there is no Hindu, no Mussalman," meaning thereby that 
there is to be no distinction between man and man. 'Hindu' and 
'Muslim' are our names for the 'Mask,' behind the mask is 'Man.' ...12 

This popular narrative about Guru Nanak's "enlightenment," told and 
retold in oral tradition, can be found in the most reliable janam-sakhis.13 
Furthermore, it is even reiterated in more contemporary literary forms, 
such as the Indian comic series Amar Chitra Katha.14 The popularity of 
contemporary forms of the janam-sakhis demonstrates how important 
hagiographies are in the transmission of Sikh beliefs," even if these beliefs 
are expressed through symbolism and metaphors. 

Although hagiographies can provide information about the nature of a 
religious figure's character, "critical historians" generally regard them as 
unreliable legendary accounts. Some contemporary scholars actually view 
the hagiographies as reflections of how Guru Nanak was actually 


perceived at the time of their composition; that is, they are regarded as 
anecdotal accounts reflective of Sikh belief dur ing the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. Using the textual-critical method, McLeod provides a 
rigorous analysis of the various janamsakhis. He considers Purantan 
Janam-sakhi and Miharban Janam-sakhi as the most reliable 
hagiographies, but discounts Bala Janam-sakhi and Gyan-ratanavali 
Janam-sakhi. 16 

Employing the textual-critical approach in his study of the 
janamsakhts, McLeod also provides a detailed schema whereby he 
classifies the many legendary accounts as "possible," "improbable," 
"impossible," and "partly probable."" For instance, the story about "Guru 
Nanak's immersion in the river for three days" is an example of a "partly 
probable" sakhi, based on the fact that some of the elements in it may 
likely have occurred while other supernatural elements surrounding Guru 
Nanak's spiritual experience are dubious. 18 Indeed, the religious 
experience and message that "there is no Hindu, there is no Muslim" is 
probable as it marks the turning point in Guru Nanak's spiritual mission. 
However, the event of Guru Nanak disappearing in the river for three days 
is questionable and thus cannot be taken literally. 1 9 

There are very few historical facts in the scriptural and janam sakhi 
literature on which one can base an accurate biography of Guru Nanak. 
Tension exists between tradition and scholarship even over the date of 
Guru Nanak's birth.20 Modern researchers contend that he was bom in the 
Indian month of Baisakh (April-May)." Gum Nanak's birthday as per 
tradition is, however, celebrated on the day of the largest full moon, which 
occurs during the month of Kattak (October-November; Kartik in 
Sanskrit), an auspicious month in panlndian traditions. Having said that, it 
is agreed on by scholars that Gum Nanak was bom in 1469 CE in a town 
called Rai Bhoi di Talvandi in Shekhupura tahsil (district) of Lahore- 
southwest of Lahore city.22 The town, located in present-day Pakistan, is 


now referred to as Nanakana Sahib or Nanakiana Sahib out of reverence 
for the Sikh guru. 

During the period of Guru Nanak's childhood and early adulthood, the 
verses of Guru Nanak's life events referred to by Bhai Gurdas more or less 
correspond to-or at least do not contradict-either of the two most reliable 
janam-sakhts (Puratan Janam-sakhi and Miharban Janamsakhi) established 
by McLeod. It is known that Guru Nanak's father belonged to the merchant 
caste (bedi khatri) of the larger ksatriya class. Guru Nanak was married at 
the young age of twelve years (according to Puratan Janam-sakhi) or at 
sixteen years (according to Miharban Janamsakhi). He had two sons 
named Lakhmi Das and Sri Chand, and moved to Sultanpur to work for 
Governor (nazvab) Daulat Khan Lodi. It is after Guru Nanak's shift to 
Sultanpur that there emerges considerable divergence between the two 
main janam-sakhis, especially in respect of his journeys as an udasi23 

Udasi literally means "cool, indifferent, detached or apathetic." The 
term often refers to someone who withdraws from worldly affairs in the 
pursuit of higher spiritual goals, such as an ascetic or renunciate. In 
Sikhism, however, udasi also specifically refers to Guru Nanak's four 
spiritual journeys or travels. That is, although Guru Nanak is not a 
renunciate, he has, in a sense, temporarily withdrawn from his householder 
duties in his spiritual pursuit. According to Sikh popular tradition, Guru 
Nanak traveled in the four directions of the compass as indicated in table 
1. Travel in the four directions of the world is a common motif in pan- 
Indian hagiography and perhaps was a common practice24 Guru Nanak is 
said to have traversed the four directions from Sultanpur, Punjab. 

Guru Nanak traveled as an udasi to a great number of places where he 
sought out religious figures and teachers. He engaged in religious dialogue 
with many persons belonging to a variety of traditions, including Brahmin 
priests, Muslim sheikhs, Sufi mystics, Jain and Buddhist monks, Hindu 
yogis, and the like. Bhai Gurdas describes Guru Nanak's experience during 


his religious encounters thus: 

Celebates, ascetics, immortal archorites, the siddhs, naths and 
teacher-taughts were available in abundance ... many varieties of 
gods, goddesses, munis, bhairavs, and other protectors were there ... 
seeing raksasas, demons, daityas in their imagination, people were 
totally in the clutches of duality. All were engrossed with ego and the 
taughts were getting drowned along with their teachers. Even after 
minute research, the guruoriented were nowhere to be found. All the 
sects, pirs, paigambars of the blinds were pushing the blinds into a 
well. (Varan 1.26)25 

Guru Nanak's dialogues with various religious figures appear to have 
crystallized his belief in the recitation of the Divine Name as the means to 
liberation. According to tradition, it is believed that during his spiritual 
journeys Guru Nanak attracted many followers, and that several 
encounters with the Nath yogis (possibly as related in Siddh Gost) 
occurred during his travels (udasi). 

Guru Nanak did, indeed, travel to a variety of places and interact with 
people from many different backgrounds. In doing so, he significantly took 
on the customs of the people with whom he was meeting in order to blend 
in. Bhai Gurdas mentions this practice of taking on the customs of the 
people or "locals." For instance, he narrates, "donning blue attire then 
Baba Nanak went to Mecca" (1.32) and "Then Baba (Nanak) returned to 
Kartarpur where he put aside his attire of a recluse. Now putting on a 
householder's dress, he sat splendidly on a cot...." (1.38). Guru Nanak 
believed that, without compromising one's religious beliefs, one should 
assimilate by taking on the particular customs and practices of the places 
one visited. In fact, by changing his dress and taking on local cultural 
practices, Guru Nanak amplified his spiritual message that one's outer 
appearance has no bearing on one's interior religious practice or one's 
spiritual state. 


Table 1. Gum Nanak's Travels in the Four Directions* 


Travel (udasi) 

Direction 

Dates 

Places 

Function 

First 

Eastward 

ca. 1498-1508 
1506-1510 

U.P., Bengal 
and Assam 

Visit with 
Hindu, Jain, 
and Buddhist 

centers 

Second 

Southward 

ca. 1508-1513 
1510-1515 

Orissa up to 
Sri Lanka 

Visit with 
Hindu, Jain, 
and Buddhist 

centers 

Third 

Northward 

ca. 1513-1518 
1515-151 7 

Kashmir, U.P., 
up to Mount 
Kailash 

Visit with the 
siddhs, lamas, 
and Buddhist 

centers 

Fourth 

Westward 

ca. 1518-1524 

1517-1520 

Gorakh-hatarl, 
through 
Afghanistan, 
up to Mecca, 
Medina, and 
Baghdad 

Visit with 
Islamic and 
Christian 

centers 


*Based on McLeod's extensive analysis of the janam-sakhis in Gum 
Nanak and the Sikh Religion and D. S. Grewal's work on Gum Nanak's 
travels to the north and east in Guru Nanak's Travel to Himalayan and East 
Asian Region, A New Light (Delhi: National Book Shop, 1995). 

There are numerous accounts of Guru Nanak's udasis in both Bhai 
Gurdas's Varan and the janam-sakhis. While Bhai Gurdas's Varan does not 
clearly outline Gum Nanak's four journeys, he does make reference to 
several lengthy travels and a couple of short trips to pilgrimage places: 
"Baba [Nanak] came to the pilgrimage centers and by participating in the 
ceremonies there he observed them minutely...." (Varan 1.25). The places 


which Gum Nanak is said to have visited include Mount Sumeru26 (1.28), 
Mecca (1.32), Medina (1.37), Baghdad (1.35), Kartarpur (1.38), Achal 
Batala (1.39), Multan (1.44), and Kartarpur (1.45). 

The descriptions of Gum Nanak's journeys in Bhai Gurdas's Varan in 
some ways do not correspond with Puratan Janam-sakhi and Miharban 
Janam-sakhi. For example, according to the Varan, Gum Nanak visited 
Baghdad during his journey to the west. However, the two main 
janamsakhts (Puratan Janam-sakhi and Miharban Janam-sakhi) make no 
reference to this visit. Likewise, according to Puratan Janam-sakhi, Gum 
Nanak visited Lanka, yet there is no specific reference to such a visit in 
Bhai Gurdas's Varan or in the Miharban Janam-sakhi?' 

On the one hand, the accounts of the eastern and southern travels in the 
Puratan Janam-sakhi and Miharban Janam-sakhi do not strictly correspond 
with one another28 On the other hand, the details on the northern and 
western journeys are more in agreement, even as there may be some 
variation.21 Besides, the Puratan Janam-sakhi refers to a short fifth 
journey to Gorakh-hatari (even as the Miharban Janam-sakhi describes 
Gum Nanak as having visited the place twice during his fourth journey to 
the west). Although there is discrepancy among the sources regarding 
Gum Nanak's journeys, there is congmence over the fact that Gum Nanak, 
indeed, ventured out in the four directions, first to the east, then to the 
south, north and lastly to the west. Moreover, many of the places 
mentioned are the same, even though the chronology of the visits remains 
problematic. 

Given the historical inconsistencies found in the narrative accounts, 
important questions emerge, such as: How do these janamsakhts enhance 
our understanding of the scriptural hymns? What is the religious 
significance of these religious journeys (udasis)? These questions are 
addressed in the next section, with a specific focus on Gum Nanak's 
meetings with the Nath yogis. 


Notwithstanding the ambiguity and historical inconsistencies about 
Gum Nanak's "four journeys," by the time Gum Nanak had established his 
theological or philosophical system, the first Mughal Emperor-Zahimddin 
Muhammad Babar (1526-1530 CE)-had commenced his mle in northern 
India.30 During Babar's mle, Gum Nanak was, in fact, temporarily 
imprisoned.31 Gum Nanak's "Babar-bani," contained in the Gum Granth 
Sahib, provides an account for Babar's invasion that had occurred around 
1521 CE;2 which resulted in the establishment of Mughal mle over India 
(1526 CE): 

O Lalo! 33 

[Babar's] wedding party of sin 

has come from Kabul, 

and demands [our land] as a gift. 

O Lalo! 

Humanity and righteousness are hidden 
and falsehood roams around as the leader. 

O Lalo! 

The Qazls and the Brahmins are no more, 
and the devil performs the marriage rites. . . . 

O Lalo! 

The wedding songs are of blood, 

and [the wedded ones] are anointed with blood! 

(Tilarig, M.l, GGS, pp. 722-23) 

"Babar-bans " testifies to Gum Nanak's concern with worldly affairs. Even 
though most of his hymns focus primarily on existential suffering related 
to sansar (samsara in Sanskrit) and attachment to the material world, Gum 
Nanak also clearly viewed suffering as the result of external forces, such 
as tyranny and oppression. 34 For Guru Nanak, these external forces also 
need to be acknowledged and addressed. In this way, as argued by Louis 
E. Fenech, Guru Nanak possessed the potentiality to be a martyr; that is, he 


saw one had to simultaneously fight social and political injustice, and to 
renounce one's ego in order to live according to the will of the Guru. 3 5 

Guru Nanak eventually settled on the banks of river Ravi in Kartarpur, 
Punjab, where he spent the last fifteen years of his life with his wife and 
two sons. He is believed to have spent these remaining years of his life 
teaching his many followers about the true nature of Reality as he saw it. It 
is in Kartarpur that Guru Nanak died in 1539 CE.36 His place of 
retirement on the Ravi riverbank is now called Dehra Baba Nanak. 

One of the significant differences between Guru Nanak and other 
contemporaneous religious teachers or saints is that, before he died, he 
appointed a successor-Guru Ahgad-to continue his religious lineage. It is 
interesting that, although Guru Nanak appointed a successor, he chose 
neither of his two sons. Guru Nanak is revered as the first Guru by the 
Sikhs, and is also revered as a Sant by many Hindus, especially in the 
northwestern region of India. 

GURU NANAK'S ENCOUNTERS WITH THE NATH YOGIS 

There are important scriptural and hagiographical references to Guru 
Nanak's encounters with the Nath yogis or Nath siddhs. However, much 
ambiguity surrounds the various accounts about Guru Nanak's meetings 
with the Nath yogis. Foremost, there is dispute over which actual 
encounter with the Nath yogis is the one contained in Siddh Gost. While 
Guru Nanak does refer to the Nath yogis in the Guru Granth Sahib, his 
encounters with the Nath yogis are in actuality described in Bhai Gurdas's 
Varan and the various hagiographies about Guru Nanak's spiritual journeys 
(udasts). These include detailed descriptions about Guru Nanak's meetings 
with the Nath yogis, in particular on his third journey to the "north 
country," where many followers of the Gorakhnath tradition live. 
Furthermore, Bhai Gurdas's Varan describes a short trip in the Punjab, 
during which Guru Nanak is said to have met a Nath yogi. In addition, 


there is a so-called fifth journey, during which Guru Nanak is said to have 
also met with several Gorakhnathis, described in Puratan janam-sakhi 52. 

Overview of the References to Guru Nanak's Encounters with the Nath 
Yogis 

Guru Nanak makes reference to the Nath yogis in the Guru Granth Sahib 
hymn Var Ramkali, salok 2-7 of pauri 12.37 This scriptural reference 
neither describes an encounter between Guru Nanak and the Nath yogis, 
nor is it written in the form of an actual dialogue (gost). The hymn, 
however, does cite the Nath yogis in succession-beginning with Isar (Na or 
Siva, the Primal Master), and followed by Gorakh, Gopichand, Charapat, 
and Bhartrhari38-in each verse, which has a specific theme regarding the 
path toward liberation. 

The hymn employs some yogic symbolism for the stages of spiritual 
development (as described in chapter 2). It starts off with a verse that is 
attributed to Isar, who speaks of the need for a householder to discipline 
his sense-desires; the second verse cites Gorakhnath, who describes the 
stage of detachment and the "burning of one's ego"; the verse that follows 
is attributed to Gopichand, who talks about the udasi experience of "union 
of the moon (calming) and the sun (arousal)"; the subsequent verse cites 
Charapat, who speaks of exercising "control over the body and sexual 
desire"; and the last verse, attributed to Bhartrhari, discusses the "pillar" 
connecting one to God: 

One is a vairagi (renunciate), 
if one turns toward the Creator. 

Such a one erects a pillar (tenth gate), 
with the sky (Infinite). 


Night and day, 

such a one is in [deep] inner meditation. 

Bhartrharl says: The embodiment of Truth, 

the quintessence (of Reality) has no form or shape. (6) 

It is interesting to note that Gorakhnath, Gopinath, and Charapatnath are 
frequently included in the various lists of the Nath immortal teachers. 
Although there is a general popular belief in the immortal existence of nine 
Naths and eighty-four siddhs in the Himalayas, the "historical" Gorakhnath 
and other Nath teachers were in fact not contemporaries of Guru Nanak. 
The inclusion in the Guru Granth Sahib of the various immortal Nath yogis 
or teachers can be interpreted as referring to those religious persons who 
occupied the seat of the earlier Nath yogis cited and had also taken on their 
names-a pan-Indian practice among traditions where guru-disciple lineages 
exist. Furthermore, each Nath yogi says the same line: "The embodiment 
of Truth, the quintessence [of Reality] has no form or shape." It can 
therefore be inferred that Guru Nanak has inserted the names of the Nath 
yogis in his exposition of the path toward liberation in order to show that 
even the Nath masters seek the "Truth," which is beyond any form 
(nirgun). 

Guru Nanak's reference to these religious figures nevertheless indicates 
his familiarity with the Nath tradition; possibly, he also had a Nath yogic 
audience in mind. The hymn (Var Ramkali salok 27 of pauri 12) is, 
interestingly, cited in a narrative account (Miharban Janam-sakhi 117) 
within the framework of a dialogue between Guru Nanak and the Nath 
yogis. Indeed, the insertion of this hymn from the Guru Granth Sahib can 
be viewed as a means of legitimizing the hagiographical account of Guru 
Nanak's encounter with the Nath yogis. Such insertion of passages from 
revered religious or scriptural literature as a means of legitimization is a 
common practice among Indian religions. 3 9 

Like this scriptural reference to the Nath yogis, Siddh Gost also 


provides very little historical information. Siddh Gost does not indicate 
whether the discourse occurred during Guru Nanak's third journey, nor 
does it mention the actual place of the dialogue. The only historical or 
biographical information Siddh Gost provides is Guru Nanak's reference to 
two specific Nath yogis; the religious disciples of Gorakhnath named 
Charapat (verse four) and Loharipa (verse seven) are mentioned even 
though they were not contemporaries of Guru Nanak. The remaining 
verses (twelve to seventy-three) do not indicate or reveal as to whom Guru 
Nanak is talking with. 

Siddh Gost, however, does describe the purpose of Guru Nanak's 
journeys. Guru Nanak explains that his motive as an udasi is to search for 
those who are on the path according to the will of the Guru: 

Siddhs : 

Why have you left your home and become an udasi ? 

Why have you adopted these religious robes? 

What is it that you seek to trade? 

How will you carry others across [the ocean of sansar ]? (SG 17) 

Nanak : 

I have become an udasi in search of gurmukhs. 

I have adopted these robes in search of their vision. 

I am out to trade Truth. 

I am a peddler of Truth. 

Nanak says: With the help of gurmukhs , 

others can be carried across, 

[the ocean of sansar]. (SG18) 

This verse intimates Guru Nanak's practice of taking on the external 
customs of those he is visiting in order to blend in ("I have adopted these 
robes in search of their vision"), without changing his own spiritual 
orientation. Guru Nanak traveled far for the purpose of religious discourse 


with various religious figures and teachers during which he could teach his 
path toward liberation. In fact, the employment of the gost genre itself can 
be understood as being based on the fact that many philosophers or poet- 
saints did travel for the purposes of religious discourse. 

In contrast to Guru Nanak's hymns that refer to the Nath yogis (though 
without providing any historical information about his encounters with 
them) Bhai Gurdas's Varan and the hagiographies do provide descriptions 
of Guru Nanak's meetings with the Nath yogis. Bhai Gurdas's commentary 
on the Guru Granth Sahib describes Guru Nanak as having definitely met 
the Nath yogis or Nath siddhs (Varan 1. 28-31). Guru Nanak is portrayed 
as having climbed up to Mount Sumeru (regarded as the center of the 
world according to mythological texts). 40 It is at Mount Sumeru that Guru 
Nanak is said to have encountered a group of Nath siddhs, who consisted 
of "the mind of the eighty-four siddhs and Gorakh et al." (28); that is, the 
group through Nath religious practice had attained equivalency with the 
revered perfected ones. This reference emphasizes the level of 
accomplishment of those with whom Guru Nanak discoursed. Then a 
dialogue between the Nath siddhs and Guru Nanak ensues: 

Siddhs asked (Guru Nanak): 0 young boy! Which power brought you 
here? 

(Guru Nanak): I have remembered the Lord with loving devotion 
and meditated upon Him deeply. 

Siddhs said: 0 young man, tell us your name. 

Baba (Nanak) replied: 0 respected Nath! This Nanak has attained 
this position through remembrance of the name of the Lord. By 
calling himself lowly, one attains the high position. (Varan 1.28) 

During this encounter Guru Nanak discoursed with the Nath siddhs on his 


view of the state of the world: 


Siddhs asked again: 0 Nanak! How the dealings are there on the 
mother earth? 

Baba replied: 0 respected Nath, The truth is (dim) like moon and 
the falsehood like deep darkness. The darkness of the moonless night 
of the falsehood has spread around and I, in order to search for the 
(truthful) world, have undertaken this journey. The earth is engrossed 
with sin and its support, the dharma in the form of the ox is crying 
and wailing (for rescue). In such circumstances, when siddhs, the 
adepts, (by becoming repudiators) have taken refuge in the 
mountains, how the world could get redeemed. Yogis also bereft of 
knowledge and simply applying ashes to their bodies are lying down 
unconcerned. Without the Guru the world is getting drowned. (Varan 
1.29) 

0 God! In kaliyug, the mentality of the ftv has become like the 
mouth of dog which always seeks the dead to eat. The kings are 
sinning as if the protective fence were itself devouring the (crop in 
the) field. Bereft of knowledge, the blind people are uttering 
falsehood. Now the gurus are dancing variously to the tunes played 
by the disciples. The taught now sit at home and the teachers go to 
their abodes. Qazis enjoy bribes and getting the same they have lost 
their high regards and position. Man and woman love each other for 
riches, may they come from anywhere. The sin has become 
ubiquitous in the whole world. (Varan 1.30) 

Finally, Guru Nanak engages the siddhs in a debate on the "True" system 
of yoga. He advocates the discipline of the recitation of the Divine Name 
as opposed to the mental and physical exercises performed by the siddhs, 
just as the siddhs believe that Guru Nanak should adopt their theory and 
practice of yoga. 


A popular mythic theme is that one of the Nath yogis gave Gum Nanak 
a begging bowl to fetch water. When he went to the stream for the water, 
there was no water to be found; instead, Gum Nanak saw mbies and jewels 
in the stream. He was not impressed by the Nath yogic powers and 
influence through maya. Furthermore, he was not enticed by the jewels, 
and thus did not take them (something of which a manmukh would have 
done). Rather, on returning with the bowl, Gum Nanak said to the siddhs, 
"0 Nath, in that stream there is no water." Bhai Gurdas's commentary adds: 

Through (the power of the word) §abad he conquered the siddhs and 
propounded his altogether new way of life. In kaliyug, instead of 
yogic exercises the name of the Lord who is beyond all sufferings 
(Nanak) is the only source of delight. (Varan 1.31) 

These stories in the Varan about Gum Nanak's meeting with the Nath 
yogis contain two important themes. First, the Divine Name is greater than 
worldly riches evident in the fact that Gum Nanak was not interested in the 
jewels. For Gum Nanak, the jewels are the same as the other rocks in the 
empty stream. Second, the recitation of the Divine Name, as taught by 
Gum Nanak, is superior to the mental and physical exercises of the Nath 
yogis. 

Bha! Gurdas's Varan (1.39-44) also describes a short trip that Gum 
Nanak took to Achal Batala, Punjab, for the Sivratr! festival. Amid a group 
of siddhs, Guru Nanak has an intense dialogue with Yogi Bhahgar Nath: 

Said Nanak, '0 Bhahgar Nath, your mother-teacher is unmannerly. 
She has not cleansed the inner-self of your body-pot and your clumsy 
thoughts have burnt your flower (of knowledge which was to become 
fruit). You, while distancing and repudiating household life, go again 
to those householders for begging. Except their offerings, you don't 
get anything.' 


Listening to this, the yogis snarled loudly and invoked many 
spirits. 'In kaliyug, Bed! Nanak has trampled and driven away the six 
philosophical schools of Indian philosophy.' .. . (Varan 1.40-41) 

The yogis are very competitive in the debate on the superior path toward 
liberation, during which they display their mastery of magical and yogic 
powers. The passage ends, however, with Guru Nanak demonstrating his 
ability to subdue and conquer their occult powers. 

Table 2. Sources of Guru Nanak's Encounters with the Nath Yogis 
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Besides the references found in Bha! Gurdas's Varan, there are several 
other-albeit inconsistent-hagiographical accounts of Guru Nanak's meeting 
and discoursing with the Nath yogis. As indicated in table 2, the janam- 
sakhis vary in terms of Guru Nanak's departure point, place of discourse, 
and the events surrounding the meetings with the Nath yogis and, last, as 
to which yogis he spoke with. According to Puratan janam-sakhi 50,41 
Guru Nanak set out from Kashmir for Mount Sumeru, and during that trip 
he discoursed with numerous Nath yogis. After leaving Kashmir, Guru 
Nanak ascended to Mount Sumeru, where he is said to have conversed 
with Siva, Gorakhnath, Bhartrhari, Gopichand, and Charapat. The Nath 
yogis sent him to fill a pot with water. Instead, the pot filled up with 
jewels. Guru Nanak broke the pot, repaired it, exorcised the spell with a 
salok (sloka in Sanskrit) and then filled it with water. 

In addition, Puratan Janam-sakht 5242 describes a short "fifth 
journey," during which Guru Nanak held a discourse with Nath yogis. The 
discourse is said to have taken place at Gorakh-hatari (a Nath center in 
Peshawar, present-day Pakistan)43 where he is said to have met and 
discoursed with some Nath siddhs. Similar to the other hagiographies, 
these Nath siddhs sought to impress him with their displays of occult 
power, but without success. According to Puratan Janam-sakhi 52, it is 
from Guru Nanak's visit to Gorakh-hatari that the work entitled Siddh Gost 
emerged. This reference to Siddh Gost in the account can be interpreted 
either literally or metaphorically. 

According to Miharban janam-sakhi gost 117,44 Guru Nanak set out 
from Sultanpur for the north. He is said to have climbed Mount Sumeru, 
where he found all nine siddhs seated there-Gorakhnath, Machhendranath, 
Isarnath, Charapatnath, Bahgarnath, Ghoracholi, Balgundai, Bhartrhari, 
and Gopichand. When Gorakhnath asked the identity of the visitor his 
disciples replied, "This is Nanak Bed!, a pir (muslim mystic) and a bhagat 
(Hindu term for devotee) who is a householder. Nanak Bed! is a great 


bhagat." Gorakhnath then addressed Gum Nanak, asking him as to where 
he had come from. The Gum replied that he had come from Asa-andesa 
("hope and fear") and that he dwelt just like a waterfowl floats on water.45 

Siddh Gost in the Light of the Scriptural and Hagiographical References 

Popular oral tradition states that some dialogues with the yogis belonging 
to the Nath tradition (possibly the Siddh Gost itself) occurred during Gum 
Nanak's third journey (udasi) to the Himalayas. However, there is 
ambiguity about some of the facts in these narrative accounts. First, the 
meeting with the Nath yogis on the third journey is said to have taken 
place at Mount Sumeru, a place that is mythological. While Mount Sumem 
as mentioned in Bhai Gurdas's Varan and several of the janam-sakhis is 
mythological, that is not to say that Gum Nanak did not go to Mount 
Kailash.46 Second, as aforementioned, neither Gorakhnath nor his 
disciples were contemporaries of Gum Nanak. Third, in contrast to the 
third journey, the fifth journey also talks of a meeting and discourse 
between Gum Nanak and Nath yogis, but at either Gorakh-hatari or Achal 
Batala, both of which are likely Nath centers but are not in the Himalayas. 

Based on the references in Bhai Gurdas's Varan and the various 
hagiographies, there are four important places where Gum Nanak met with 
the Nath yogis: (1) Mount Sumem, (2) Gorakh-hatari, (3) Achal Batala, 
and (4) Nanakmata (Gorakhmata). According to popular Sikh tradition, 
Siddh Gost occurred at Mount Kailash on Gum Nanak's third journey to 
Lake Mansarovar in the Himalayas. In contrast, the traditional Sikh 
historians hold different views as to which encounter is the one outlined in 
Siddh Gost. 

Bhai Vir Singh, Sher Singh, and Sahib Singh share the same view that 
Siddh Gost occurred during the Sivratri fair at Achal Batala. Their 
conclusion is based on the fact that Bhai Gurdas's Varan describes the 
siddhs having gathered around Gum Nanak in formal debate after having 


had their occult powers subdued by him (Varan L39-44).47 By way of 
contrast, Narain Singh argues that some of the traditional scholars have 
misinterpreted Bhai Gurdas's Varan, and have consequently wrongly 
linked Siddh Gost to Guru Nanak's dialogue with Bhahgar Nath at Achal 
Batala. Narain Singh contends that Siddh Gost occurred during Guru 
Nanak's discourses with the Nath yogis at Gorakh-hatari, basing his 
position on the fact that the siddhs in Siddh Gost were similarly not 
aggressive nor were they preoccupied with acquiring occult powers as they 
were at Achal Batala.48 In the like manner, Jodh Singh puts forward the 
argument that the siddhs of Siddh Gost were from Mount Sumeru, relying 
on their character and disinterest in occult powers as evidenced in Siddh 
Gost.49 

Like many of the Sikh traditional historians, one critical historian of 
Sikhism, W. H. McLeod, also contends that there is a "firmer basis" for the 
Siddh Gost to have taken place at Achal Batala. McLeod's conclusions are 
based on the fact that (1) Bhai Gurdass Varan (1.39-44) and many 
hagiographical texts (e.g., Puratan Janam-sakhi 50 and Miharban Janam- 
sakhi 117)50 record the discourse as having occurred during the Sivratri 
fair at Achal Batala, and (2) Achal Batala is in close proximity to 
Kartarpur5 1 

Interestingly, notwithstanding the historical inconsistency and 
ambiguity that surrounds the hagiographies, these accounts often appear to 
be closer to the sentiments of the common people than the religious 
philosophy itself. At the mention of Siddh Gost, many Sikhs talk about the 
hagiographical stories surrounding Guru Nanak's encounters with the Nath 
yogis, rather than the actual philosophical teachings that Guru Nanak 
outlines in the text. Indeed, the hagiographies about Guru Nanak, 
including his encounters with the Nath yogis, are an integral part of Sikh 
oral tradition, reflective of the fact that people belonging to an oral 
tradition respond more readily and wholeheartedly to stories rather than 


abstract ideas. 52 For many Sikhs, the stories about Guru Nanak are the 
ultimate testimony to his spiritual stature and his superiority as a spiritual 
master. With regard to his meetings with the Nath yogis, Sikhs give much 
attention to how Guru Nanak subdued and conquered their occult powers 
as described by Bhai Gurdas: 

... the siddhs counted all sorts of medicines and started making 
tantric sounds of the mantras. Yogis changed themselves into the 
forms of lions and tigers and performed many actions. Some of them 
became winged and flew like birds. Some started hissing like the 
cobra and some poured out fire. Bhahgar Nath53 plucked the stars 
and may upon deer skin started floating on water. The fire (of 
desires) of the siddhs was inextinguishable. (Varan 1.41) 

... Baba replied '0 respected Nath! I have nothing worth showing 
to you ... I have no support except of the Guru, holy congregation 
and the Word. That paratman who is all full of benedictions (§ivam) 
for all is stable and the earth (and material over it) is transitory.... The 
siddhs exhausted themselves with the tantra-mantras but the word of 
Lord did not allow their powers to come up.' (Varan 1.42) 

Although Sikh followers often understand the "yogis changing into various 
animal forms" quite literally, it is also plausible that these various animal 
forms actually refer to different yogic positions, which are named after 
animals. For instance, a common posture is called the cobra-pose 
(bhujang-asan), which involves lying on the stomach and raising the torso 
upward with the arms, during which the yogi even hisses like a snake. 

As with the stories about Guru Nanak subduing the great powers of the 
Nath yogis or siddhs, much importance is also placed on the stories about 
how Guru Nanak fixed the pot and filled it with water. The present authors 
were surprised at how, on mentioning this present project on Siddh Gost, 
many Sikhs were quick to narrate the mythic account about Guru Nanak 


taking a pot to Lake Mansarovar (as described in Bhai Gurdas's Varan and 
several of the janam-sakhis) in order to demonstrate his spiritual 
superiority. Indeed, for many Sikhs this story appears to be the key to 
demonstrating that the path of the Divine Name is superior to yogic 
practice and the prerequisite for liberation. 

According to a revered Sikh philosopher and preacher, Giani Sant 
Singh Maskeen, the Siddh Gost dialogue occurred at Mount Kailash 
during Guru Nanak's travels to Lake Mansarovar in the Himalayas. Sikhs 
in the oral tradition seemingly focus on the story of the pot being 
supernaturally being fdled with jewels. However, Maskeen claims that it is 
the actual teachings expounded in Siddh Gost that are of greater 
importance. He contends that the real significance of Siddh Gost in the 
development of Sikh thought lies, in fact, in the explanation of the 
devotional path while "living-in-this-world" that Guru Nanak gives to the 
renunciates (siddhs)54 

Sikhs often overlook the actual teachings of the Siddh Gost hymn, but 
rather embrace the events in which Guru Nanak is described as having 
subdued the great yogic powers of the Naths and siddhs. This has led to 
incongruence between popular traditions and the Sikh theology based on 
Guru Nanak's teachings incorporated in the Guru Granth Sahib. In fact, 
another philosopher-preacher, Giani Kishan Singh Parwana, contends that 
such hagiographies can only be verified in the light of the Guru Granth 
Sahib. That is, if the hagiography is contrary to the philosophy of the Guru 
Granth Sahib, it must then be deemed to be unreliable.56 

Even though hagiography can be contrary to the teachings of the Guru 
Granth Sahib, it is still central to Sikh devotional practice. Unlike the 
scriptural compositions taken from the Guru Granth Sahib and Bhai 
Gurdas's Varan, which are recited in the form of prayer, the janamsakhts 
do not have the status of scripture, and are used in religious sermons 
(katha) by gins in the Sikh places of worship (gurdwaras). In fact, the 


accounts about Gum Nanak's meetings with the Nath yogis-among other 
central stories-are commonly told on Gum Nanak's birthday (gurpurb) in 
the gurdwaras. 

Tradition must, indeed, be read in conjunction with the Gum Granth 
Sahib. In the case of the stories about Gum Nanak's meetings with the 
Nath yogis, there are several points that shed light on the Sikh tradition 
surrounding Siddh Gost. Notwithstanding the ambiguity and historical 
inconsistencies (and keep in mind that the janam-sakhts were initially part 
of an oral tradition, which is bound to contain ambiguity) concerning the 
place at which the Siddh Gost dialogue occurred, the various stories do 
reflect the importance of Gum Nanak's journeys during which he 
interacted with many different religious figures. Guru Nanak was, indeed, 
familiar with the siddhs and Nath yogis of the Gorakhnath tradition, with 
whom he most likely engaged in more than one formal debate. 
Furthermore, because the local folk tradition places much emphasis on the 
hagiographical stories surrounding Gum Nanak's spiritual powers that 
successfully subdued the occult powers of the Nath yogis, it is important to 
be familiar with this mythic theme. 

The mythic theme found in the janam-sakhts surrounding Gum Nanak 
and the Nath yogis underlines that (1) Gum Nanak must have met with 
Nath masters at various places on several occasions, and that (2) Guru 
Nanak was familiar with the practice of hath-yoga and numerous Nath 
yogic masters, even as it confirms (3) the hagiographical accounts 
reinforce Gum Nanak's spiritual superiority not only as a Sant but also in 
terms of the religious path he teaches. Gum Nanak's spiritual superiority, 
inadvertently, reinforces the Sikh belief in "livingin-this-world." That is, 
the narratives about Guru Nanak's meetings with Nath yogis serve to 
underline the superiority of the devotional path over the Nath yogic path of 
asceticism. They provide the kernel of tmth for Sikhs that one does not 
need to mn away from, or renounce, the world in order to attain liberation. 


Rather, one ought to live in the world and pursue the simple path of the 
Divine Name. This leads to a redefinition of the term udasi: For Guru 
Nanak, an udasi refers to someone on the path leading to the Guru and to 
attaining the experiential Truth within the larger context of "living-in-this- 
world." Furthermore, even though Guru Nanak may have taken on the 
udasi attire when interacting with the Gorakhnathis, his inner condition 
was untouched by his external garb. 

In sum, Siddh Gost was most likely composed after Guru Nanak's 
journeys-perhaps during his retirement years at Kartarpur, Punjab ca. 
1524-1539 CE-at which time he combined the various discourses he had 
had with the Nath yogis. Indeed, Siddh Gost most likely consists of the 
major points he discussed at different times with a variety of Nath yogis or 
siddhs. 

Before proceeding to the analysis of the actual dialogue, it is necessary 
to first examine the context of Siddh Gost, including the origins and 
functions of the text, which forms the focus of the next chapter. 



Chapter Four 


The Context of Siddh Gost 

• • 


Siddh Gost is one of the many hymns contained in the the Gum Granth 
Sahib. The Gum Granth Sahib ("Revered Gum Scripture"), also known as 
the Adi Granth, is the most revered scripture of the Sikh canon. According 
to Sikh tradition, the fifth gum, by the name of Gum Arjan Dev (1581- 
1606 CE), had compiled the first version of the scripture by 1604 CE.' in 
order to establish a permanent and authentic text of the gums' 
compositions for what was then called the Nanak Panth.2 However, the 
tenth and last human guru, Gum Gobind Sirigh, is believed to have 
completed the second and final version of the scripture in 1706 CE. 
Moreover, according to tradition, along with the proclamation that he was 
to be the last human gum of the Sikh lineage, Guru Gobind Sirigh 
bestowed the status of Gum on the Gum Granth Sahib in 1708 CE.3 

Accorded the status of Gum, the Gum Granth Sahib is regarded as the 
ultimate authority in the Sikh tradition. The scripture forms the basis for 
insight and wisdom about the nature of Reality and the human condition. 
As the central focus of ritual worship, the Gum Granth Sahib is installed 
on a raised platform and placed on a regal throne covered by a cloth. 
Indeed, it occupies the focal point within every Sikh temple (gurdzvara) 
because of its status as the Eternal Gum. 

Like the Gum Granth Sahib of which it is a part, Siddh Cost has the 
status of ultimate authority for Sikhs. Composed by Gum Nanak, Siddh 
Gost is written in the form of a discourse so as to teach his philosophical 
perspective. While Siddh Gost is a religious discourse, it is written 
according to musical measure (rag; raga in Sanskrit) so as to be used as a 
hymn for recitation. Therefore, the purpose of Siddh Cost is twofold: (1) it 


is a philosophical exposition of Gum Nanak's worldview, and (2) it is a 
devotional hymn meant to be recited as part of daily Sikh religious 
practice. 

This chapter is an analysis of the context in which Gum Nanak wrote 
Siddh Gost in order to come to a better understanding of its origins, 
purpose, and ritual function of the text. First, it provides background 
material on the locus of the Siddh Gost text (Gum Granth Sahib) and, 
more specifically, on the origins of Siddh Gost, including authorship, the 
intended audience of the text, and the dates of its composition. Second, 
and more important, the chapter explores the purpose and function of 
Siddh Gost, both as a philosophical exposition and as a hymn to be recited. 
In doing so, the chapter examines the discourse (gost) literary genre, and 
discusses the Indian tradition of rag and the musical measure in which the 
text has been composed. 

SIKH SCRIPTURE AND THE SIDDH GOST TEXT 

The Sikh canon consists of the Gum Granth Sahib, Dasam Granth, 4 Bhai 
Gurdas's Varan, and Bhai Nand Lai's Divan. For the purpose of this study, 
the Gum Granth Sahib and Bhai Gurdas's Varan are of prime importance. 
The standardized Gum Granth Sahib contains 1,430 pages. The hymns are 
not arranged according to the subject matter; rather, the scripture is 
organized according to musical measure (rag). The Gum Granth Sahib can 
be divided into three distinct sections: 

1. The introductory section (pp. 1-13), which consists of the 
"Mulmantar" (the mantra viewed as the foundation of Sikh theology 
is further discussed in chapter 5), "Jap-j!" (the morning hymn), 
verses used for "Rehras" (the evening prayer), and "Sohila" (the 
night prayer). 

2. The rag ("musical measure") (pp. 14-1,353), which reflects its 


arrangement according to musical measure, whereby each rag begins 
with a hymn composed by a Sikh guru and ends with hymns 
composed by one of the many bhagats (bhaktas in Sanskrit). 

3. The ending or final section (pp. 1,353-1,430), which includes hymns 
composed by the ninth guru, Guru Tegh Bahadur.5 

Tradition recognizes two versions of the Guru Granth Sahib. Modem 
scholarship on Sikh literature has, however, shown that there are three 
main recensions of the Gum Granth Sahib, the first two of which are 
regarded as authentic: (1) the Kartarpur version, which is the original text 
compiled by Gum Arjan Dev and inscribed by Bhai Gurdas, (2) the 
Damdama version that was compiled during the late seventeenth century 
by Guru Gobind Sirigh and the copies made by Baba Dip Sirigh, and (3) 
the Banno version, which is regarded as inauthentic and deemed to be 
unreliable.' 

Composed by Gum Nanak, Siddh Gost is written in a "medieval" form 
of Punjabi. The Siddh Gost text translated in this present work is taken 
from the standardized form of the Damdama version of the Guru Granth 
Sahib (pp. 938-946), consisting of seventy-three stanzas. Interestingly, 
volume two of the Goindval Potht-the volume (pothi) of hymns collected 
by Guru Amar Das7 and hence considered very reliable-contains Siddh 
Gost. However, unlike the Kartarpur and Damdama versions of the Siddh 
Gost composition, the Goindval Pothi form of the hymn contains only 
seventy-two stanzas. While the basic text and meaning has remained the 
same, "the last stanza [of Siddh Gost] must have been added by Gum 
Arjan himself. "8 

Along with 'lap-ji,"9 Siddh Gost is regarded as one of the two most 
important philosophical texts composed by Gum Nanak. 10 In fact, in 
terms of their teachings, Siddh Gost and "lap-j!" complement each other. 
While the latter has as its focus the actual Sikh practice of repeating the 


Divine Name Gap), the former is concerned with how one can pursue 
liberation while living in the world. Though the text is a key philosophical 
work, Siddh Gost is also an expression of experiential Truth uttered by 
Guru Nanak for the common person, whether he or she is Hindu, Muslim, 
or a follower of Guru Nanak. Although the Guru Granth Sahib is now 
regarded as the scripture of the Sikhs, the original audience of the Sikh 
gurus would have primarily included the followers of the Nanak Panth, 
Hindus, and Muslims. It is for this reason that there are many elements of 
the Hindu and Muslim religions (like myths, symbols, and metaphors) 
employed in the hymns, along with some allusions to the Buddhist and 
Jain traditions, all of which reflect the religious landscape of the Indian 
subcontinent during the time of the Sikh gurus. 

Although no doubt exists regarding Siddh Gost's authorship and 
audience, there is much ambiguity about the time and place of its 
composition. Siddh Gost itself does not provide any clue as to the time or 
place of its composition. According to tradition, the text is believed to 
have been composed during the later years of Guru Nanak's life (1524-39 
CE); that is, during his retirement years in Kartarpur, Punjab." 
Consequently, the verses may well have been a recollection of the major 
points made during the discourses Guru Nanak had with the Nath yogis in 
the course of his religious travels, set down in verse only after he had 
retired in Kartarpur, sometime during the last fifteen years of his life. 12 

The ambiguity about the time of the composition of Siddh Gost is 
directly related to the dispute surrounding the time and place of the actual 
discourse to the Nath yogis narrated in the text. As discussed in chapter 3, 
Bhai Gurdas's Varan and the hagiographical accounts about Guru Nanak 
(janam-sakhis) make numerous references to Guru Nanak's various 
meetings with the Nath yogis, along with some mention of the dialogues 
he had with them. Regardless of the ambiguities surrounding the time and 
place of both the discourse and its composition, Siddh Gost is written in a 


discourse form, following the pan- Indian literary genre called the gost. 

The Pan- Indian Genre of the Discourse (Gost) 

Siddh Gost literally means "A discourse (gost) with the siddhs." A gost 
seeks to explain the respective doctrines of the philosophers, sants, or 
divine religious figures who participate in a discourse. Indian religious or 
philosophical perspectives are commonly expounded within a dialogic 
framework as made evident in many philosophical, mythological, or 
iconographical texts. For example, Hindu mythology in the Epics, Puranas 
or Agamas is often presented in a gost framework, including the renowned 
Bhagavad Gita. Set in the larger context of the great Hindu epic 
Mahabharata, the Bhagavad Gita is the religious discourse between the 
Pandava warrior Arjuna and Lord Krsna, an incarnation of Visnu. 

Philosophical schools also present their viewpoints through a 
dialogical framework, such as the Mimamsa Sutras. The Mimamsa Sutras 
expound the orthodox Hindu Mimamsa philosophical school of thought 
through discourses with other philosophical systems. 13 This literary form 
is not only a way to expound a particular philosophical or theological 
viewpoint, but it can also provide a means for debate or comparison in 
order to highlight differences between two or more schools of thought. In 
effect, the dialogue framework often serves as a means to establish the 
superiority of one school of thought over another. 

In the corpus of Sikh literature, the gost literary style is used in the 
janam-sakhts (narrative accounts about Guru Nanak). The Miharban 
janam-sakhi is predominantly in the form of dialogues; that is, gost are 
integrated into the narrative for the exposition of a particular theme. 14 
Often, the discourses amount to the recitation or citation of compositions 
by Guru Nanak in order to put forth his points of view. The inclusion of 
Guru Nanak's verses can be viewed as a form of legitimization of the 
narrative material. 


Siddh Gost, the text under consideration here, is likewise presented in 
the form of a religious discourse between Guru Nanak and the Nath yogis. 
The Nath siddhs assemble to ask pertinent questions about Guru Nanak's 
religious pursuits and philosophical orientation. The introductory verse of 
Siddh Gost describes the discourse as occurring between the siddhs and 
the sants, one of whom is Guru Nanak: 

A discourse with the siddhs . . . 

As the siddhs formed an assembly, 
sitting in their yogic postures, 
they saluted the congregation of sants. 

The dialogue is not one in the literal sense of mutual interaction," since 
the siddhs of the Nath tradition raise all the questions, while Guru Nanak 
provides all the answers: 

Siddhs : 

Who is hidden? Who is liberated? 

Who is united inwardly and outwardly? 

Who comes and goes [from the cycle of rebirth]? 

Who pervades the three worlds? (SG 12) 

Nanak : 

[EkOahkdr] is hidden within every heart, 
and the gurmukh is liberated. 

Through sabad, one is united inwardly and outwardly. 

The manmukh comes and goes 
[from the cycle of rebirth]. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh merges with Truth. (SG 13) 

Although Siddh Gost begins in the framework of a discourse, as the 
composition proceeds there are long portions of Guru Nanak explaining 
his philosophical perspective. In actuality, Siddh Gost is a religious 


discourse that is meant to convey Gum Nanak's religious and ethical 
values along with his perception of the world and how one should pursue 
liberation while "living-in-this-world." Guru Nanak achieves the latter by 
answering questions put to him by the Nath yogis in the light of their path 
of world renunciation as the sole means to liberation. Since the 
composition is written in the form of Gum Nanak teaching the Nath yogis, 
the title Siddh Gost has been translated as "Discourse to the Nath Yogis." 
Indeed, the Siddh Gost discourse can be viewed as a means to establish 
Gum Nanak's path as superior to, as well as more practical than, the Nath 
yogic way. 

As mentioned in chapter 3, Siddh Gost does make specific references 
to a couple of Nath yogis with whom Gum Nanak spoke. Only eight verses 
out of seventy-three, however, actually mention the Nath Yogis with 
whom Gum Nanak discusses religious issues: Verses 4 to 6 consist of the 
dialogue between Gum Nanak and a Nath yogi by the name of Charapat, 
who is believed to have lived around the eleventh to twelfth century CE. 16 
Last, verses 7 to 1 1 are a discourse between Gum Nanak and a yogi of the 
Gorakhnath tradition called Loharipa, who is believed to have lived during 
the tenth century CE.17 The two yogis-Charapat and Loharipa-thus lived a 
number of centuries before Gum Nanak. One could hypothesize that the 
historical inconsistency exists because Gum Nanak may well have met 
with some contemporary incumbents of the seats of the legendary Nath 
masters, who had apparently taken on the names of the latter-a common 
practice among pan-Indian esoteric traditions. 

The remaining verses (12-73) of Siddh Gost do not indicate the name 
of any particular individual or yogi. Who the persons were and how many 
they were can be only a matter of speculation. The large portion of Siddh 
Gost that contains no specific reference to the Nath yogis or siddhs can be 
regarded as the summation of the various discourses Gum Nanak actually 
had with a variety of Nath yogis. 


While Siddh Gost has been written in the form of a discourse through 
which Guru Nanak expounds his philosophical teachings about the path of 
"True" Yoga, the text was also composed to musical measure in the form 
of a hymn in order to facilitate its recitation. 

SIKH RELIGIOUS PRACTICE AND THE SIDDH COST HYMN 

The verses of the Sikh scripture, including Siddh Gost, are composed to 
musical measures that originate in the classical Indian musical tradition in 
order to both facilitate memorization and enhance spiritual experience. 
Classical Indian music is based on (1) rag (melodic measure) and (2) tal 
(rhythmic meter), which dates back to ca. 1500 BCE. Musical notes, 
derived from the ancient Vedic (as well as folk) melodies, are arranged in 
an ascending to descending scale. The scale is very complex due to its 
melodic nature; each rag must be performed precisely in order to evoke its 
own particular mood. There may be variation in the pitch of the tones. The 
lack of a unified system reflects its dependence on oral traditions 
throughout the Indian subcontinent. 1 8 

Each rag, nevertheless, has a function and a mood ascribed to it. As 
with classical Indian music, in the Sikh tradition the singing of verses to a 
particular rag has as its primary purpose the evocation of a specific deep 
emotion (bhava).19 Guru Nanak wrote his verses to a particular rag in 
order to awaken deep spiritual emotions that correspond to the actual 
teachings being sung: 

Guru Nanak wished his hymns to be sung to ragas that express the 
spirit of the text and performance style to be compatible with the 
meaning of the hymn. The succeeding gurus followed his example. 
The ragas named in the Holy Book were selected probably because 
of their suitability for expressing the ideals represented in the texts 
for which they were used.20 


Indeed, in Sikhism divine worship through music is considered to be the 
paramount way to seek the experience of, or union with, Ultimate Reality. 
Although devotional singing (kirtan)21 is an important aspect of Sikh 
practice, it is to be done in conjunction with reciting the scripture (path), 
listening to sermons (katha), and remembering (simran) the Divine Name. 
While the rag has a significant role in the Sikh tradition, it is not a 
mandatory requirement in Sikh devotional practice: 

In the Sikh belief system, a rag is simply an effective carrier of the 
message, which is the element of primary significance in devotional 
singing. There is absolutely no provision to deify rags22 

Having said that, each rag has a specific time of the day when it should 
be performed since the cycle of the day corresponds to the cycle of life and 
spiritual development23 For instance, "Asa," the popular rag in the Punjab 
at the time of the Sikh gurus, is a very old devotional rag performed in the 
early morning just before sunrise in order evoke a mystical mood.24 

The introductory verse of Siddh Gost provides the rag measure to 
which the hymn has been written: 

A discourse with the siddhs, 

[is composed of] the first mahala 
in the ramkali meter. 

EkOankar is realized 
by the grace of the True Guru. 

The Siddh Gost is composed in the Ramkali rag (a musical measure used 
by all the Sikh gurus in over three hundred hymns in the Guru Granth 
Sahib). The Ramkali rag is meant to be performed after sunrise, especially 
during the hot season, and functions to rouse highly spiritual thoughts or 
feelings. Interestingly, many of the hymns composed according to this rag 
are verses that are for the purpose of teaching the Sikh understanding of 


"True" yoga, 25 as is the case with Siddh Gost. 

In regard to Siddh Gost's place in devotional practice, it is meant to be 
recited on a daily basis. Siddh Gost is, significantly, one of the hymns 
frequently included in the Panj Granthi, an anthology of Sikh daily 
prayers. The Panj Granthi literally means the "booklet of five"; but there 
are two common ways that oral tradition interprets the "five. "26 Some 
Sikh practitioners and traditional scholars regard the word "five" as 
referring to the fact that the small book (pothi) of hymns was compiled by 
the fifth guru, Guru Arjan Dev; other Sikh scholars27 contend that the 
"five" refers to the actual number of hymns that existed in the original 
version, which then grew larger over time, with the title of the original 
hymn book retained for its symbolic significance. 

While there may be different versions of the anthology of daily Sikh 
hymns in circulation, it is important to note that the original Panj Granthi 
only contained selections of hymns taken from the Guru Granth Sahib28 
One of the current Panj Granthis29 includes ten hymns (bans): 

1 . lapji by Guru Nanak; 

2. Sabad Hajare compiled by Guru Arjan Dev-it contains one of his 
verses, along with six verses composed by Guru Nanak; 

3. Rehras, a collection of verses composed by Guru Nanak, Guru Ram 
Das, and Guru Arjan Dev; 

4. Kirtan Sohila, a collection of verses written by Guru Nanak, Guru 
Ram Das, and Guru Arjan Dev; 

5. Dakhni Oankar by Guru Nanak; 

6. Siddh Gost by Guru Nanak; 


7. Anand by Gum Amar Das; 

8. Bavan Akhri by Gum Arjan Dev; 

9. Sukhmani by Gum Arjan Dev; and 

10. Asa di Var by Gum Nanak. 

Significantly, Siddh Gost is included in the Panj Granthi. The inclusion 
of Siddh Gost in the Panj Granthi indicates that the hymn has been 
traditionally regarded as one of the important texts that should be recited 
daily. 

In view of the aforementioned, it can be concluded that Siddh Gost is 
indeed a fundamental text found in Sikh canonical literature, which is not 
only included in the Gum Granth Sahib, but also con tained in the 
anthology of hymns (Panj Granthi) that is traditionally meant to be recited 
daily. Although there is ambiguity about the time and place that the Siddh 
Gost was composed, and about which Nath yogis that Gum Nanak actually 
had the religious discourse(s) with, there is certainty about its twofold 
function: Siddh Gost was composed in the form of a dialogue through 
which Gum Nanak expounds his religious teachings about his 
understanding of "True" yoga, and Sikhs are also required to recite daily 
the hymn in order to evoke a deep spiritual sentiment. 

In philosophical terms, Gum Nanak outlines his understanding of 
"True" yoga in Siddh Gost. In doing so, he modifies several Nath and 
hath-yoga terms as he expounds his own path, the yogic discipline of the 
Divine Name. Chapters 5 and 6 that follow discuss the philosophical 
framework of Siddh Gost, and the interpretation of it, respectively. 



Part 3 


The Meaning of Guru Nanak's 

Siddh Gost 

• • 



Chapter Five 


Guru Nanak's Worldview: Theory and Practice 


The scriptural hymns of Guru Nanak in Siddh Gost and other parts of the 
Guru Granth Sahib together provide a philosophical orientation that offers 
a perspective on the nature of Reality, the concept of the Guru, the relation 
between Guru and humans, as well as the path toward, and goal of, 
liberation. Much attention is often given to scriptural teachings for 
comprehending the nature of a particular religious tradition. However, to 
understand the practical application of the philosophical beliefs it is 
necessary to incorporate additional religious sources. According to Donald 
Lopez Jr., such an approach is useful because it can "provide both more 
expansive and more focused perspectives on the richness and diversity of 
religious expressions.'" 

While a philosophical perspective can be delineated from devotional 
hymns-like Siddh Gost-it is ultimately meant to be "put into practice." 
Including other religious sources is especially important when the 
followers of the religious tradition-like the Sikh one-are rooted in oral 
culture. While Sikhs may remember their scriptural hymns by mere rote, 
Sikhs, more often than not, depend on the oral transmission of 
hagiographies (janam-sakhis) and sermons (katha) to learn about their 
belief system as well as the practices associated with it. 

Other pertinent traditional Sikh sources-like religious sermons (katha) 
and discourses (vichar) given by Sikh giants, hagiographies (janamsakhts), 
religious practices, and contemporary scholarship-are indeed helpful in 
providing a broader or more holistic approach to understanding the 
practice of the Sikh religion. Therefore, beyond a strictly textual analysis 
of Siddh Gost, other sources need to be used especially in regard to the 


practical application of the scriptural beliefs. 

Drawing on Guru Nanak's hymns, religious discourses by Sikh giants; 
the hagiographical accounts about Guru Nanak, and contemporary Sikh 
scholarship, this chapter examines the Sikh philosophical orientation 
formulated by Guru Nanak. The chapter consists of two parts. First, 
through a thematic analysis, the chapter sets out the philosophical 
foundation of Siddh Gost (and other major works like "Jap-j!" by Guru 
Nanak). The analysis outlines the Sikh worldview (sansar), especially in 
respect of the path of a Sikh in the pursuit of liberation. Second, the 
chapter looks at how Guru Nanak's universal scriptural teachings are 
actually put into religious practice by Sikhs. In doing so, the analysis not 
only delineates the philosophical perspective from Guru Nanak's Siddh 
Gost and explicates how these beliefs are put to practice, but it also 
demonstrates how his religious path pertains to the category of a 
renunciate living in the larger context of involvement in society. 

THE SIKH WORLDVIEW 
The Nature of Ultimate Reality 

The paramount way of looking at Guru Nanak's understanding of the true 
nature of Reality is by way of the mul-mantar (literally "root mantra"; 
mula-mantra in Sanskrit), which is a preamble found at the beginning of 
the Guru Granth Sahib. The English translation of the mulmantar is as 
follows: 


[ EkOankar ], 

the One primordial essence manifest in all, 
is the Truth, 
is creator, 

is without fear and enmity, 
has a timeless form, 

is beyond the cycle of rebirth, is self-existing, 
and is realized by the grace of the Guru. 

Along with the mul-mantar proper, 3 the puratan (ancient) tradition 
contends that the mul-mantar includes the first verse (salok), which opens 
the Japjt:4 

Before all beginning there was Truth, 
when all creation began there was Truth, 
in the present there is Truth, 

Nanak says Truth will be in the future. 

While there may be two versions of the constituents of the mulmantar, 
many Sikh giants regard the entire Sikh theology as evolving from, and 
revolving around, it.' That is, all the teachings contained in the Guru 
Granth Sahib are but an elaboration of what is taught by the mul-mantar. 
Hence, as the word mul ("root") indicates, the mul-mantar is considered to 
be the foundation or basis of all teachings. 

According to religious hagiography, Guru Nanak recited the 
mulmantar after a mystical experience at Sultanpur. Puratan Janam-sakhi 
10 describes this mystical experience as a direct communion with the 
Infinite; it is believed to have occurred when Guru Nanak disappeared into 
a river for three days and transcended the material realm and entered the 
abode of the Infinite.' While immersed in this transcendental state, Guru 
Nanak is said to have received the mul-mantar. 7 


While critical historians classify the origins of the mul-mantar as 
"legendary" or tend to discount it altogether as religious hagiography, Sikh 
giants approach such narrative accounts as teaching Sikh theology in a 
concrete thought form. Sikh giants accept such hagiography as a useful 
form of metaphorical learning. To them, Guru Nanak's disappearance into 
the river represents his spiritual union, wherein the ego has dissolved and 
his path-symbolized by the river-has taken him to the depths of all 
existence: EkOankar,8 the one primordial essence manifest in all.' 

The mul-mantar begins with EkOankar. In Sikh scripture, the numeral 
Ek ("one") in front of Oankar denotes the primordial essence of all 
existence. The mantra Oankar (Punjabi for the Sanskrit mantra Aum) was 
recited as early as the Vedic period ca. 1500 BCE. 10 Oankar is found in 
both the Vedic and Buddhist traditions, and is also a sacred mantra in the 
Jain religion. For example, in the Vedic literature, the Mandukya Upanisad 
describes Oankar as: 

Anm \ — This syllable is the whole world. 

Its further explanation is: — 

The past, the present, the future 
everything — is just the word Aum. 

And whatever else that transcends threefold times — 
that, too, is just the word Aum. (1.1) 

While the numeral Ek in front of Oankar denotes the oneness of the 
primordial essence of all existence, Oankar has three aspects or qualities: 
(1) akar (creative), (2) olcar (sustaining), and (3) mokar (dissolving). These 
three qualities attributed to Oankar are regarded as one and the same. For 
this reason, Sikh giants interpret the iconic representations of Oankar- 
Brahma (creator), Visnu (sustainer), and Siva (destroyer)as an attempt to 
personify the three qualities of Oankar." The following "Dakhni Oahkar" 
verse is a fitting example to demonstrate Guru Nanak's usage of Hindu 
iconic and religious references to discourse about the abstract Truth of 


Oankar: 


Oankar created Brahma. 

Oankar created consciousness. 

Oankar created the mountains and yngs [ages]. 

Oankar created the Vedas. 

Oankar liberates with the sabad. 

Oankar ferries the gurmukhs [across sahsar]. 

This is the meaning of Aum. 

The essence of the three worlds. (Ramkall, M.l, GGS, pp. 929-30) 

At first blush, one can easily misinterpret this hymn as endorsing Brahma 
as a creation of Oankar. However, the entire focus of the hymn is to 
convey the understanding that all existence is a manifestation of Oankar. 
Even though the Sikh texts make references to these Hindu iconic forms, 
they are not worshiped as gods. In actuality, the iconic forms are employed 
solely as descriptive terms to understand EkOankar. 

The Sikh conception of EkOankar is better and more accurately 
conceptualized as a primordial essence emanating from EkOankar that 
resounds throughout the universe. This conception of EkOankar allows for 
the reconciliation between the personal and the absolute in the Sikh 
tradition. 12 Sikh giants often use the metaphor of the sun to articulate the 
nature of EkOankar, where there is no essential difference between the sun 
(creator) and the light rays that it emits (creation)." 

EkOankar is followed in the mul-mantar by a listing of the qualities 
that reflect its essence. The qualities of EkOankar include Truth (satnam), 
creatorship (karta purakh), fearlessness (nirbhau), without enmity (nirvair), 
timelessness (akal murat), self-existing (ajuni saibang), and is realized by 
the grace of the Guru (gur prasad). 14 


Sahsar: The Sea of Existence 


According to the Sikh tradition, the ultimate source of suffering (dukh) is 
the human condition of being bound to the cycle of transmigration 
(sansar).15 This suffering is metaphorically explained in Sikh texts as a 
life journey through a chaotic sea storm, in which one has to seek refuge to 
survive its violent and destructive waves. The world is compared to "an 
impassable ocean" (SG 4). The fierce waves are symbolic of the thoughts 
that arise from the ego's (ahankar) desire for wealth, status, and power. 16 
The Sikh tradition is based on the premise that the ego's desires (trsna) can 
never be quenched through materialistic endeavors. The pursuit of the path 
of the manmukh (ego-oriented person) eventually and inevitably causes 
one to drown in the sea of existence." 

The process in which the manmukh drowns in the sea of existence is 
based on the ego's quest to establish itself as a permanent entity that is 
separate and different from others. 18 In the course of this state, the 
manmukh relies on worldly roles to gain wealth, status, and power: 

Without nam, 

people wear many robes 

and stray from the path. . . . (SG 72) 

A manmukh makes mistakes 
and lives in death's shadow. 

Looking into the home of another, 
he loses. 

A manmukh is confused by doubt 
and wanders in the wilderness. 

Straying away from the path, 

he recites mantras at crematoriums. 

Without reflecting on the sabad, 
he speaks obscenities. 

Nanak says: Those who are immersed in Truth, 
attain a state of peace. (SG 26) 


The manmukh loses the sense of the authentic self in the illusion (maya) 
that the acquired roles played out in the worldly drama (hla) are at the 
center of one's existence. As a result, the manmukh constructs the notion 
of the self based solely on these worldly roles that are, in essence, 
impermanent and ever changing. This false construction of the self causes 
the manmukh to suffer through the cycle of vices as he or she tries to attain 
permanence through material endeavors. 

The cycle of vices involves attachment (moh), greed (lobh), anger 
(karodh), and lust (kam). These four vices, along with the ego, are 
regarded as the five evils (also spoken of as the five rivals, thieves, or 
demons) that rob consciousness (surd) from gaining an awareness of the 
soul (atma):19 

They are five and I am one. 

O mind, how can I protect my home? 

They are hitting and robbing me 
over and over [again]. 

To whom can I vent my grief? 

(Gaurl Chetl, M.l, GGS, p. 155) 

The ego is enmeshed in the cycle of vices, beginning with attachment 
20 Attachment implies attraction, during which the ego is attracted to those 
people, objects, places, and activities that are perceived as being a source 
of wealth, status, and power. As the ego's attraction for these external 
sources strengthens, the attachment transforms into greed-the 
unquenchable desire to possess. 

The acquisition of wealth, status, and power from external sources is 
almost always beset with obstacles that block the ego from possessing the 
desired person, object, place, or activity. Such obstacles inevitably lead to 
anger, creating in the manmukh a state of mental and emotional 
restlessness?' This anger takes the place of greed. Anger manifests itself on 


a continuum ranging from internalized anger to anger expressed verbally 
and physically. Such anger creates turmoil within the manmukh because it 
infdtrates into both the interpersonal and intrapersonal domains of the 
manmukh's life?z 

In this state of anger, the manmukh becomes susceptible to lustful 
indulgence '21 including the use of mood-altering substances, engaging in 
gratuitous sex, and other forms of sensory excess. Satisfying the craving 
associated with lust, however, only provides temporary solace. The 
manmukh remains in the grip of the illusion that the ego is a permanent 
and separate entity. As a consequence, the manmukh remains caught in the 
clutches of these five evils. 

The Path of the Manmukh 

The path of the manmukh (manmat marg) and the spiritual path of the 
gurmukh (gurmat marg) are the two paths delineated in the Sikh 
scripture24 Everyone pursues the first path-also known as the path of ego 
reasoning-according to the stages of life. The manmat marg is described by 
Guru Nanak as having four quarters or phases: (1) infancy, (2) childhood 
and youth, (3) adulthood, and (4) old age.21 

In the infancy phase, the mind is not conscious of the eternal soul 
(atma; atman in Sanskrit). Rather, the infant's mind is oriented to survival 
needs, obtained first through the mother's milk. 

O merchant-friend! 

In the first watch of the night, 
your childlike mind is innocent. 

O merchant friend! 

You drink milk and are caressed, 

your mother and father love you as their son; 
your mother and father love their son immensely. 


but in may a all are caught in attachment. 

You came (into this world) 

by the fortune of your past deeds, 
and your current deeds 
will determine your future. 

Without nam, 

you will not be liberated, 

and will drown in your love of duality. 

Nanak says: O mortal! In the first watch of the night, 

you shall be saved by remembering the All-pervasive One. 

(Sri Rag, M.I., GGS, pp. 75-76) 

As the infant is nourished with milk, he or she slowly begins to recognize 
the mother, father, siblings, and other family members as "other." The 
infant develops the sense that "I am." However, due to the closeness of the 
mother and father, the infant, remains connected to the parents through a 
collectivity-orientation26 

During the childhood and youth phase, the child learns that he or she 
belongs to the parents. The parents regard the child as "their" possession. 
The child thus begins to develop a sense of pride about belonging to a 
particular family and caste. As the child develops further, there is an 
exploration of the physical world and the experience of sensual pleasures, 
including visual beauty, musical sounds, tasty food, fragrances, and sex. 
During the stage of the youth, there is often indulgence in sensual 
pleasures. As a consequence, the mental state is that of duality: 


O merchant friend! 

In the second watch of the night, 
you are intoxicated 
by the wine of youth and beauty. 

O merchant friend! 

Night and day, 

you indulge in [sensual desire], 

and your consciousness is blind to nam. 

All other tastes are sweet to you 
[while] nam is not enshrined 
within [your heart]. 

You do not possess wisdom, concentration, 
virtue or self-discipline. 

In falsehood, 

your life is wasted away. 

Pilgrimages, fasts, purification, 

and self-discipline are meaningless, 
along with the acts of piety and rituals. 

Nanak says: Liberation is attained 
through devotion [of nam], 
and all else leads to duality. 

(Sri Rag, M.I., GGS, pp. 75-76) 

The youth is believed to possess little wisdom and limited ability to 
concentrate, because the mind is too preoccupied with the desire to 
experience the sensual pleasures. Even if the youth visits holy places, fasts, 
or performs acts of piety, these activities are regarded as meaningless, 
because the mind is not totally absorbed in them. During this phase, it is 
rare for youth to travel the path of spiritual wisdom (gurmatmarg), because 
the mind has not been trained to focus inward; rather, the mind is fixed on 
external experiences. 27 


In the adulthood phase, one is preoccupied with fulfilling household 
responsibilities (dharam; dharma in Sanskrit). Adults perform their duty 
(dharam) as prescribed by their particular familial roles (such as spouse 
and parent) with the intention of acquiring honor (izzat) in society. During 
the early adulthood phase, the duty of the householder is primarily to 
accumulate wealth (arth) and acquire honor (izzat). However, in the late 
adulthood period, there is a shift in thinking when material riches are no 
longer experienced as fulfdling: 

O merchant-friend! 

In the third watch of the night, 
the gooses [white hair] land 
on the pool (head). 

Youthfulness wears out, 
and old age is triumphant. 

O merchant-friend! 

Your days are limited. 

At the end, 

you will grieve, 

as Yama takes you away blind-folded. 

You possess everything 
as your own. 

But in an instant, 
it will be all lost. 

Your intellect will leave you, 
your knowledge will depart, 
and you will repent for your misdeeds. 

Nanak says: O mortal! 

In the third watch of the night, 

let your consciousness be focused [on nam\. 

(Sr! Rag, M.I., GGS, pp. 75-76) 


This shift in thinking is also directly related to the facing of one's own 
mortality; that is, as the body grows old, material wealth is no longer seen 
as fulfilling. Moreover, people have to reckon with the misdeeds that they 
have done during their lifetime, which can often lead to feelings of guilt 
and remorse. 

During the old age phase, people are not fit to work, they lack the 
capacity for sensory pleasure, and they are approaching death. The mental 
consequences of one's actions (karam; karma in Sanskrit) have taken their 
toll on the body and mind: 

O merchant-friend! 

In the fourth watch of the night, 

you get old and your body becomes weak. 

Your eyes go blind, 
and you cannot see. 

O merchant-friend! 

Your ears no longer 
hear any words, 
your eyes go blind, 
your tongue loses taste, 
and you live with the help of others. 

With no inner virtues, 
how can one find peace? 

The manmukh comes and goes. 

When the crop (physical existence) is ripe, 
it bends, breaks, and perishes. 

Then, why be proud over that which comes and goes? 

Nanak says: O mortal! In the fourth watch of the night, 
the giirmukh recognizes the sabad. 

(Sri Rag, M.l, GGS, pp. 75-76) 

As death approaches, the accumulation of negative actions leads to the 


mind being wracked by guilt or regret, while goodness and continence 
cultivated throughout life result in peace of mind. At the time of death, the 
soul is either liberated (mukti), or it remains caught in the cycle of rebirth 
until it attains liberation in a subsequent life. 

This path of the ego (manmat marg) represents Guru Nanak's 
theological understanding of personal development in the context of the 
basic life-stages. In contrast, the spiritual path-gurmat marg-is for the 
attainment of spiritual wisdom and, ultimately, liberation.28 While the 
gurmat marg is the ideal religious path for people "living-inthis -world" in 
order to escape the cycle of rebirth (sansar), it is actually taken on by only 
a relatively few. The central teaching of Guru Nanak concerns the path of 
the gurmukh (guru-oriented person) as the sole means to liberation. 

Mukti: Liberation from the Sea of Existence 

In the Sikh tradition, fivan-mukti or liberation from the worldly sea of 
existence is the ultimate goal of the gurmukh (guru-oriented person), 
during which there is a break from bondage or the dualistic mode of 
thinking, so that the individual consciousness is absorbed in the cosmic 
resonance of EkOankar?9 This state of fivan-mukti is not regarded as the 
state that the gurmukh attains once the atma departs from the physical 
body (sarir; §arira in Sanskrit), but rather it is a state that can be attained 
even while the atma still resides in the human form. 30 This realization or 
spiritual awakening of the essential unity, EkOankar, in all humanity is 
open to all, irrespective of caste, creed, race, religion, or gender. 

Having said that, it should come as no surprise that the Sikh tradition 
does not define svarg or heaven as an independent celestial region that is 
beyond the material plane of existence31 Rather, the Sikh tradition 
expounds the view that both heaven and hell coexist on earth. Similarly, 
the goal of the gurmukh is to experience the pleasures (sukh) and sorrows 
(dukh) of this world as alike while journeying on the path.32 


In order to explain how the gurmukh seeks liberation while living in 
the worldly sea of existence, Gum Nanak makes reference by way of 
analogy to the classic Hindu epic Ramayan (Ramayana in Sanskrit) in 
Siddh Go st: 

The gurmukh is a bridge, 
built by the Creator. 

Lanka [the body] is looted 

by the five demons [five evils]. 

Ram Chand [mind] destroys 
Ravan [the ego]. 

The gurmukh understands the secret 
that Babhlkan revealed. 

The gurmukh can make stones swim 
across the ocean [of sahsar]. 

The gurmukh saves millions of people. (SG 40) 

Gum Nanak's reference to the Ramayan is an example of his discourse 
style where he uses the beliefs and practices of his audience, which was 
predominantly Hindu, as a means to articulating his own spiritual path. 
Caught in the web of illusion (maya) or the clutches of the five demons, 
the manmukh has to change by turning to the Gum. The one who is guided 
or led by the Guru can cross the violent waves of the ocean of sansar: 

The gurmukh crosses over [the ocean of sahsar] 
and carries others across as well. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh is liberated through sahad. (SG 31) 

According to Guru Nanak, gabad ("word"; gabda in Sanskrit) is the means 
to the Gum: 


The sabad is the Guru, 

and the awareness of its sound 
is the disciple. (SG 44) 

For Gum Nanak, the Gum is not of human form. Rather, the Gum is the 
Sacred Word (gabad). Likewise, the defining mark of the disciple is not 
religious garbs or symbols, but rather the gurmukh's ability to discipline 
the mind (man) to connect with the Guru gabad. Gum Nanak explains the 
role of gabad as that which leads one across the sea of existence: 

The one who meets the Guru is 
carried across [the ocean of sansar]. 

Impurities are erased 

and one becomes virtuous. 

The supreme peace of mukti 
is attained 

by contemplating on the Guru's sabad. (SG 39). 

To understand the path of the gurmukh, it is necessary to elaborate on the 
concept of gabad as the means and the goal according to Guru Nanak's 
philosophical perspective. 

Sabad: The Gurmukh's Gum 

Sabad ("word") is a central and complex concept found in Guru Nanak's 
hymns. Gum Nanak does not attempt to precisely define gabad. Rather, the 
focus of his writings is often on the effect that gabad has on the gurmukh. 
There are, in fact, several ways in which Gum Nanak uses the term. In 
general, gabad can be viewed as both the means to, and the goal of, 
liberation. 

The first way in which Gum Nanak uses the term sabad is as Ultimate 
Reality itself. In his devotion to the Divine Name of Guru, Gum Nanak 


refers frequently to Hari (Krsna); he is, however, not referring to Krsna as 
the incarnation of the personal Hindu god Visnu with attributes (sargun; 
saguna in Sanskrit). Rather, he is referring to the Divine Name of the Guru 
without attributes (nirgun; nirguna in Sanskrit). Ultimate Reality is 
ineffable and, therefore, can only be known through Guru's revelation as 
§abad. The Divine Name of Guru is an expression or the embodiment of 
EkOankar. 

The second way in which Guru Nanak uses the term gab ad is as its 
integral role on the path to liberation. It purifies one's heart in the gradual 
attainment of spiritual knowledge. For Guru Nanak, gabad is the medium 
through which the gurmukh comes to an understanding of EkOankar. 
Indeed, Guru Nanak refers to it as that which carries one across the ocean 
of sansar as the "word-ferry": 

Nanak says: The One carries you across 
[the ocean of sansar]. 

True is the great One and True is its nam. 

You shall realize this 

by studying the Guru's words. (SG 10) 

Recitation of the Sacred Word (gabad) gradually increases one's awareness 
of the human condition; it allows one to gradually control the ego, and to 
inevitably unite with the Ultimate Reality, EkOankar. Guru Nanak 
explains in Siddh Gost that gabad is that which unites the soul with 
EkOankdr: 


The gurmukh is connected to Truth 
through the sabad, 
and with love one is united 
[with EkOankdr]. 

One becomes wise, 
perceptive, and, 
through perfect destiny, 
is united. (SG 58) 

The Sacred Word creates the single-minded desire to meditate on the 
Divine Name, causing one to become detached from the material world. 

It is clear that gabad-the eternal Guru-is the true revelation of Guru or 
Ultimate Reality for Guru Nanak. It seems that Guru Nanak's protest 
against outward devotion, and his rejection of revelation as a sacred book 
resulted in his replacing a sacred book with the mystical doctrine of gabad 
as revelation. Revelation must be experienced in the heart; therefore, one 
attains God through hearing and knowing the Word of the Guru. Sabad is 
also the means to realizing the divine "inner tune" of Reality (on this, more 
below). In essence, gabad can be understood as both the means (upaya in 
Sanskrit) and the goal (upeya in Sanskrit). And the means and the goal are, 
in fact, the same. Guru Nanak describes gabad as both the means to, as 
well as the nectar of, the heart: 

With grace, 

sabad abides deep within the heart, 
and doubt is removed. 

The body and mind become pure 
and the pure sabad and nam 
are enshrined within the heart. 

The sabad is the Guru 

that will carry one across. (SG 59) 


Gum Nanak's understanding of the Divine Word has its origins both in 
the Hindu concept of gruti33 and in the Nath yogis' notion of the spiritual 
tune (anahat-nad);4 which is attained through elaborate yogic practices. 
However, the mystical element that accompanies Guru Nanak's doctrine of 
gabad appears to be an expression of his own spiritual experience of the 
Gum. Tmth is the Sacred Word, and the Word of the Gum leads one to the 
Tmth. Sabad is the necessary aid for spiritual pursuit and for attainment of 
the Tmth. This understanding results in complete dependency on the 
Divine Name. It also results in love for, and devotion to, the Gum (nirgun 
God). During Gum Nanak's experience of being fixed on the Divine 
Name, Ultimate Reality or EkOankar is referred to as the un-stmck sound: 

Born in the home of the True Guru, 
my comings and goings 
[from the cycle of rebirth] have ceased. 

The mind is connected to the unstruck sound ( anahat-nad ). 

Sabad has burned away my aspirations and desires. (SG 20) 

Gum Nanak instmcts the gurmukh to meditate on and recite the Divine 
Name, since these spiritual practices contain Divine Presence. Revelation 
must be experienced in the heart. Therefore, one attains Ultimate Reality 
through hearing and knowing the Word of Gum. 

Gum Nanak uses the word gabad interchangeably with the term nam 
(Divine Name); often he uses both terms, gabad and nam, together in his 
devotional writings. Although in some instances gabad and nam mean the 
same thing-that is, gabad as the Divine Name-some poems express the 
notion that gabad is the means to the goal of nam. Gum Nanak explains in 
Siddh Go st: 


The gurmukh attains the pure nam. 

The gurmukh burns the ego 
with sabad. 

The gurmukh sings the praises 
of the True One. 

Through the True nam, 
the gurmukh is honored. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh is aware 
of the mysteries of the world. (SG 42) 

The preceding verse describes gabad as the medium through which the ego 
is destroyed, allowing the gurmukh to experience nam. Guru Nanak refers 
to the Truth attained with the help of the Guru as gabad, and Truth uttered 
by the gurmukh as nam. Nam is the manifestation of gabad35 The only 
means to eliminate impurity is by repeating the Divine Name (nam) and 
meditating on the Transcendent Word (gabad). The Transcendent Word is 
contrasted to everyday speech that arises from the deluded self or mind: 

The false ones come into this world 
and find no refuge, 
and in duality they come and go. 

This coming and going 
ends through the sabad. 

[EkOahkar] watches and blesses. 

One suffers from the disease of duality, 
and the cure of nam is forgotten. 

The one who has been inspired to understand 
is liberated through the sabad. 

Nanak says: The Emancipator saves those 
who have distanced themselves 
from the ego and duality. (SG 25) 

Nam is not a label or a proper name for Reality, but an ontological 


category denoting Divine Presence or Ultimate Reality. Nam is the 
expression of the Gum, including the Gum's qualities or attributes (gun) 
described in the mul-mantar. Nam subsumes within itself the revelation of 
the essence of the Gum, which ought to be the gurmukh's only object of 
devotion and contemplation. 3 6 Furthermore, in the first verse after the 
introductory verse (mangla-charan) of Siddh Gost, Gum Nanak states: 

What use is it to wander? 

[when] purification is attained through Truth. 

Without the True sab ad, 
no one attains mukti. 

Pause [to dwell upon this thought.] (SG 1) 

The fact that this verse is followed by a "pause" indicates that this is the 
main argument put forward in Siddh Gost. Interestingly, verse 72 of Siddh 
Gost, which is the last verse in the Goindval Pothi version, Gum Nanak 
concludes: 

. . . Reflect upon this in the mind. 

Nanak says: Without nam, there is no mukti. (SG 72) 

While the first verse explains the importance of sabad as the means to 
attaining liberation, the final verse of the Goindval version states that 
without nam there is no liberation. The way in which Gum Nanak wrote 
the Siddh Gost hymn was to amplify how indeed §abad is the means 
(upaya) and nam is the goal (upeya) to liberation. 

SIKH SPIRITUAL PRACTICE 

An understanding as to how scriptural beliefs are put into practice can be 
best achieved through a discussion of the five spheres (panj khand) of 
spiritual development (gurmat marg) outlined by Gum Nanak in his "Jap- 
j!" hymn. That is, the five spheres provide the theoretical and scriptural 


foundation for understanding the purpose and meaning of Sikh religious 
practice. Based on the panj khand, the key concepts and practices for the 
gurmukh are (1) selfless service (seva), (2) remembering the Divine Name 
(nam-simran), and (3) meditation techniques (dhyan sadhan). 

Panj Khand 

Guru Nanak's notion of the five spheres (panj khand) of spiritual practice 
is outlined in "Jap-j!" a popular hymn recited by Sikhs, which begins right 
after the mul-mantar in the Guru Granth Sahib3' In "Jap-j!" Guru Nanak 
describes the five spheres (panj khand) of spiritual development intended 
for the gurmukh. The panj khand include: (1) the sphere of righteousness 
(dharam khand); (2) the sphere of knowledge (gian khand); (3) the sphere 
of effort (saram khand); (4) the sphere of grace (karam khand); and (5) the 
sphere of Truth (sach khand)38 For most practicing Sikhs, the five spheres 
are regarded as lying along an ascending path through which the gurmukh 
travels. 3 9 

The first sphere, the sphere of righteousness (dharam), is created 
through the balance of contentment (santokh) and compassion (daya). Just 
as a bird needs two wings to fly, the gurmukh is required to engage in 
spiritual endeavors that cultivate a balance between contentment and 
compassion. The two are regarded as equally important, one without the 
other leads to an unbalanced or incomplete spiritual practice.40 That is, the 
inability to be compassionate towards others is regarded as a reflection that 
one is discontented with oneself. 

Contentment cultivates compassion and compassion fosters a sense of 
service to others. When one is content, one is satisfied with oneself. When 
one is satisfied, one is naturally compassionate toward others. Similarly, 
when one engages in selfless service, one becomes filled with love and 
devotion and this also furthers personal contentment. Indeed, balance is 
only achievable when both contentment and compassion are equally 


sought. The emphasis on balance in the relationship between personal 
contentment and compassion for humanity has the powerful implication 
that it is neither effective nor even useful to renounce world affairs. 

The second sphere, the sphere of knowledge (gian), requires the 
gurmukh to participate in religious discourse (gurbant vichar) to come to 
an intellectual understanding of the nature of human suffering and how to 
ultimately escape it4 1 The gurmukh is encouraged to seek the company of 
others journeying on the path to liberation (sadh sangat). The company of 
those on a similar path provides the gurmukh with guidance and support. 
The gurmukh can rely on the sadh sangat for encouragement and energy to 
help navigate through difficult moments on the spiritual path. Participation 
in the sadh sangat can inspire the gurmukh toward greater spiritual effort. 
In fact, to underline the importance of sadh sangat, Sikh giants commonly 
use the metaphor of the river and water droplet.42 Just as a droplet of 
water will inevitably and eventually dry up on its own, so, too, will the one 
who tries to travel alone on a spiritual journey. In contrast, when in the 
company of the sadh sangat, the gurmukh is believed to become part of a 
larger group journeying toward the Guru. 

Third, the sphere of effort (saram) leads the gurmukh to put scriptural 
knowledge into practice. According to Sikh gianis, spiritual practice 
involves putting the virtues of compassion and contentment into action.43 
The two approaches commonly endorsed in the Sikh tradition are seva 
(selfless service) and simran (meditative remembrance). 44 Provided the 
gurmukh is able to successfully balance a life of seva and simran, he or she 
enters the fourth sphere, the sphere of grace (karam).45 Grace is regarded 
as a spontaneous flow (sahaj) of experience in which there is harmony 
with the inner resonance of all existence (sahej dhuni), something that 
occurs through the practice of meditation (dhyan sadhan). In this process, 
the gurmukh experiences a state of unconditional bliss (sahaj anand), and 
inevitably enters the last and fifth sphere, the sphere of Truth (sach). The 


fifth sphere consists of the experience of complete resonance with the 
Ultimate Reality. 

By explicating the panj khand, a direct connection emerges between 
Sikh theology and Sikh spiritual custom, including the practice of seva, 
nam-simran, and dhyan sadhan. 

Seva 

The practice of seva (selfless service) is twofold; it (1) cultivates 
compassion and (2) forms the bridge between the gurmukh and society, 
with the orientation of improving the condition of society or the betterment 
of humanity. There are three forms of seva: tan (physical), man (mental), 
and dhan (philanthropy). Tan involves the gurmukh serving humanity 
through physical efforts, such as feeding the poor, constructing shelters for 
the homeless, or cleaning the Sikh place of worship (gurdwara). Seva thus 
sanctifies and dignifies manual labor in a way that is unique to the Sikh 
tradition.46 In traditional Indian society, societal work involving manual 
labor was regarded with disdain and has traditionally mostly been confined 
to the lower castes.47 To counteract this view, Guru Nanak 
institutionalized tan seva as an integral part of the Sikh tradition when he 
created the langar (community kitchen).48 The langar functions as a place 
where all are served regardless of caste, religion, race, or creed, and 
serving others is regarded as a virtuous act. 

The second form of seva called man involves serving humanity 
through mental efforts, such as tutoring disadvantaged children, giving 
managerial support, or teaching gurmukhi in the gurdwara. Such talents 
are not to be used for self-centered pursuits, but rather for the welfare of 
humanity.49 Furthermore, the gurmukh is also encouraged to cultivate 
authentic and caring relationships with those whom he or she encounters. 
In effect, man seva involves sharing or empathizing with the pain of 
others. 


Last, the third form of seva referred to as dhan pertains to serving 
humanity through philanthropic efforts, such as donating money or 
material goods. Dasvandh (tithe) is a common form of personal 
philanthropy in the Sikh tradition. A crucial aspect of Sikh philanthropic 
efforts is that they are to be carried out in such a manner so that the acts of 
giving result in the dissolution of the gurmukh's ego rather than its 
inflation. The purpose of dhan seva is the breaking of worldly attachments 
instead of the accumulation of honor50 Therefore, true seva must be 
essentially performed with humility, purity of intention, and sincerity. 

Nam-Simran 

While seva is seen as humanitarian practice that cultivates compassion, 
simran (meditative remembrance) is regarded as personal spiritual practice 
that brings about contentment. The purpose of simran is to cultivate a 
profound connection between the soul and EkOankar. The common 
practice of simran in the Sikh tradition is nam-simran, meditative 
remembrance of the Divine Name51 Nam can be literally translated as 
name; however, such a loose translation does not capture the philosophical 
importance of the term, and understates its experiential qualities. In the 
Sikh tradition, a name is not a mere label to identify a person, object, or 
phenomenon. Nam is the Sacred Word used to express the essence of all 
existence, that is, EkOankar. 52 Thus, one's true nature, form, essence, or 
name is all EkOankar. Nam is the primordial essence that binds the entire 
creation as one integral whole. 

The mantra commonly used by Sikhs for nam-simran is Wahe-guru, 
meaning "the Infinite (wahe) Light (ru) [that dispels] all darkness (gu)," 
darkness being the mind's ignorance of its true essence. 53 Namsimran 
involves a systematic process that requires the gurmukh to discipline the 
mind and body. The mind is metaphorically described by Sikh giams as a 
fallow field waiting to be cultivated.54 The farmer (consciousness) can 
either routinely plow the field to maintain its vegetation potential, or he or 


she can allow weeds to destroy its utility. The seed of nam can only 
flourish if the gurmukh routinely practices mental cleansing. This involves 
control over the sensory stimuli that enter the mind through the nine 
openings or gates of the body: genitals, anus, mouth, nostrils, eyes, and 
ears. For nam-simran to begin there has to be complete control over 
sensory stimuli and the subsequent thoughts of desire that arise or erupt 
out of sensory perception. Control over the senses can be achieved through 
meditation. 

Dhyan Sadhan 

A common meditation technique (dhyan sadhan) used among Sikh 
practitioners is breath control. One is instructed to sit in a comfortable 
position on the ground, such as cross-legged with a straight spine, and to 
mentally follow the breath flowing in through the nose, filling the lungs, 
and exhaling through the nose. As in pranayam yoga, many Sikh 
practitioners hold that breathing and mental states are interconnected. By 
calming, and focusing on, the breath, it is believed that the mind can enter 
a state of stillness and tranquillity. This state of mind is a requisite for 
nam-simran; just as the farmer plants a seed in a fallow field, the seed of 
nam can only be absorbed in a quiet and still mind. 

Once the mind has attained a state of tranquillity, the chanting aspect 
of nam-simran begins. The gurmukh recites the Waheguru mantra in a 
clear and concise fashion. Chanting requires the gurmukh to affix his or 
her attention (dhyan) on the audible sound current or ahat nad.55 This 
sound is perceptible to the auditory faculty of the mind, where the sound 
waves are believed to invoke a conscious state that enables the gurmukh to 
tune-in to a higher frequency. In this state, the consciousness slowly 
transcends the mind and connects with the anahat-nad or unstruck sound56 
Anahat-nad is the cosmic resonance that is experienced through the dasam 
duar (tenth gate), which functions as a spiritual conduit between the 
gurmukh and EkOnkar.57 As the gurmukh becomes absorbed in the 


anahat-nad, the mind is in a habitual state of meditation (ajapa jap), even 
though the mechanical chanting has stopped58 Gum Nanak explains this 
transcendental process in the Siddh Gost: 

By blocking the nine gates, 
one arrives at the tenth gate. 

It is here that the unstruck sound ( anahat-nad ) 
resounds in the state of emptiness (sunn). (SG 53) 

This stage in meditation is regarded as a critical one according to Sikh 
giants. It is believed that once the gurmukh attains this state, he or she is 
susceptible to slowly withdrawing from worldly responsibilities and 
humanitarian efforts, and becoming disconnected from the world59 To sit 
alone in the absorbed state or experience of emptiness (sunn; sunya in 
Sanskrit) is not encouraged in the Sikh tradition. Rather, emptiness has a 
paradoxical meaning; the mind has to be emptied to become fully aware of 
the primordial essence that unifies all existence: 

One attains peace when uniting in a state of sahaj. 

The gurmnkh remains awake and does not fall asleep. 

The sabad is enshrined deep within sunn. 

One is liberated by chanting sabad and liberates others as well. 

Those who practice the Guru's teachings are immersed in Truth. 

Nanak says: Those who lose their ego are united [with 
EkOankar ] rather than separated. (SG 54). 

Tmth is the ultimate realization and experience that the atma is at the core 
of one's being. As this realization arises, the atma is liberated (mulcti) from 
the cycle of births and deaths, as it merges with the Supreme Universal 
Soul (paramatma). There is no longer the sense that "I" is separate from 
the "other," but rather there is the experience of unity with the all- 
pervasive Universal Soul, EkOankar. 


These aforementioned spiritual practices are to be followed by the 
gurmukh while living in society. The gurmukh is required to be 
dispassionate about, and detached from, material endeavors while at the 
same time living in the world6° In Siddh Gost, Guru Nanak 
metaphorically describes the gurmukh: 

As the lotus flower remains untouched by water, 
and as a duck floats above the water; 

when the mind is connected to the sabad, 
one crosses over the world ocean. 

Nanak chants the nam. 

A person who lives detached and enshrines the One, 
in the mind, 

remains desireless amidst desires. 

[The disciple] who sees and inspires others to see the Ineffable, 

Nanak is such a [disciple's] servant. (SG 5) 

For Guru Nanak, the distinctive mark of a gurmukh is that he or she works 
for sarbat da bhala or the welfare and liberation of all humanity .b' The 
virtues of compassion and contentment, which are the prerequisites for 
seva and simran, need to be continuously balanced in the gurmukh's life. 

Like Flinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism, Sikhism adheres to the 
worldview of birth, death, and rebirth (sansar) and the goal of libera tion 
(mukti) from it. However, according to the Sikh tradition, sansar is like an 
impassable ocean, where one is easily caught in the clutches of the five 
evils. Human beings, led by their ego (manmukh), are driven by their quest 
for permanence and power, resulting in a cyclical state of suffering. One 
can, however, alleviate suffering by following the way of the gurmukh, 
which leads one across this ocean of illusion (maya). One ought to be 
oriented to EkOankar in order to attain liberation. The process of 
resonating with EkOankar within one's own heart is a process of ridding or 
moving away from the ego through the spiritual practices of involving 


oneself in selfless service to humanity (seva), remembering the Divine 
Name (nam-simran), and meditation (dhyan sadhan). 

Guru Nanak's path of the gurmukh falls into the category of the 
renunciate in the larger context of involvement in society. The path toward 
self-realization is to be pursued while "living-in-this-world" and is 
achievable by all, based on the understanding that all persons have the 
potential to be a gurmukh. The Sikh worldview (based on the key concepts 
of EkOankar, §abad, and gurmukh) and Sikh religious practice (including 
seva, nam-simran, and dhyan sadhan) provides the theoretical foundation 
necessary for a critical look at the Siddh Gost debate about renunciation as 
a valid means to liberation. 



Chapter Six 


Renunciation and Social Involvement in Siddh Got 


Siddh Gost is a key Sikh philosophical text that describes Gum Nanak's 
understanding of "True" yoga in the context of the issue of whether or not 
renouncing mundane existence is necessary for the attainment of liberation 
(mukti). The effort to arrive at a more accurate reading and interpretation 
of the Siddh Gost discourse can benefit considerably from knowledge of 
the four aspects used to understand a primary text. The first aspect 
involves background material about the people with whom the author is 
having the discourse, in this case, the Nath yogis who are regarded as the 
pioneers of hath-yoga. As renunciates living outside society, the Naths 
engage in the twofold pursuit of (1) acquiring occult powers (siddhis), 
especially for the purpose of conquering evil spirits/omens, and (2) 
immortality (ftvan-mukti) through mental and physical exercises that 
awaken the kundalini §akti to unite with the supreme Siva-consciousness. 

The second aspect is concerned with the life-situation of the author. In 
respect of Siddh Gost, Gum Nanak's life story and accounts of his 
meetings with the Nath yogis are mainly described in the hagiographical 
janam-sakhi literature. Although there are historical inconsistencies in the 
janam-sakhis and there is ambiguity surrounding the exact location where 
the Siddh Gost dialogue took place, the accounts nevertheless do reflect 
Gum Nanak's spiritual orientation to the world, his familiarity with the 
Nath yogic tradition, and his rejection of the ascetic lifestyle. 

The third aspect involves the larger aim or function of the text. The 
Siddh Gost text seems to have a twofold function: (1) it is a philosophical 
work that expounds the Sikh worldview, and (2) it is a hymn that is 
intended to be recited as part of daily Sikh practice in order to develop 


spiritual insight into the nature of "True" yoga. While the text is included 
in both the Guru Granth Sahib and some versions of the Panj Granthi, the 
actual audience for which the text was composed was Hindu, and Muslim 
as well as the followers of the Sikh Panth. 

Last, the fourth aspect entails knowledge about the philosophical 
framework within which the text is situated. In respect of Siddh Gost, it 
involves the nature of Reality (EkOankar) and the practical application of 
Sikh scriptural belief. While the gurmukh path to union with EkOankar 
entails remembering (nam-simran) and meditating (dhyan sadhan) on the 
Divine Name, this path simultaneously requires partaking in selfless 
service (seva) while remaining in society. Indeed, one ought to pursue 
Sikh religious practice in the context of "living-inthis-world." 

Having discussed the four criteria in the previous chapters, this chapter 
explores the central issue in Siddh Gost-whether or not renunciation 
should be a prerequisite for attaining liberation from the cycle of rebirth 
(sansar). Drawing on Siddh Gost and other relevant hymns by Guru 
Nanak, this chapter looks at Guru Nanak's critique of world renunciation 
and his understanding of "True" yoga. While Guru Nanak teaches the path 
of yoga, he distinctively prescribes following it, in line with the Sikh 
worldview, while living in society. Moreover, even though he teaches that 
one ought to remain living in society, Guru Nanak at the same time 
critiques the traditional householder path. 

The chapter begins by specifically analyzing Guru Nanak's critique of 
world renunciation. Second, it analyzes Guru Nanak's exposition of "True" 
yoga in the light of the references he makes to the Nath practice of world 
renunciation and hath-yoga. Third, the chapter investigates what 
constitutes "living-in-this-world" by exploring Guru Nanak's perspective 
on the path of the householder. Last, and more important, the chapter puts 
forth the argument that Guru Nanak prescribes the religious lifestyle of the 
renunciate living in the larger context of involvement in society, which 


forms the last of the four categories of religious lifestyles described in 
chapter 1. Indeed, while the analysis shows that Guru Nanak (and Sikhism 
at large) rejects the lifestyle of the renunciate living outside society, it also 
demonstrates that he rejects as well the two householder religious 
lifestyles-the householder living in society and the householder living in 
the larger context of eventual withdrawal from society. 

In order to fully grasp the essence of Guru Nanak's argument for the 
path of the renunciate living in the larger context of social involvement, it 
is necessary to first discuss Guru Nanak's critique of world renunciation. 

CRITIQUE OF WORLD RENUNCIATION 

The janam-sakhis about Guru Nanak's encounters with the Nath yogis 
asserts Guru Nanak's spiritual superiority not only as a Sant but also in 
terms of the religious path he teaches. These janam-sakhis need, however, 
to be verified against Sikh scriptural teachings like the Siddh Gost text. 
There is no evidence in Siddh Gost that there was any competition 
between Guru Nanak and the Nath yogis as some of the hagiographies 
seek to present. Rather, even though the Nath yogis addressed Guru Nanak 
as "child" twice in the Siddh Gost text (verses 2 and 43), they ask him 
questions as if seeking his realized Truth. Consequently, the Siddh Gost 
discourse can be taken to have been intended to convey Guru Nanak's 
philosophical orientation of the world along with guidance by him as to 
how one should pursue liberation while living in society. Guru Nanak 
achieves the latter by answering questions put to him by the Nath yogis in 
the light of their path of world renunciation as the sole means to liberation. 

The Siddh Gost discourse can be viewed not only as a means to 
establish Guru Nanak's path as superior to, as well as more practical than, 
the Nath yogic way, but also as his attempt to counteract the general mind- 
set of the laypeople. At the time of Guru Nanak, there was the common 
belief among the laypeople that world renunuciation was the sole means to 


liberation. As a consequence, the common people had the tendency to 
emulate or give high esteem to renunciates living outside society like the 
Nath yogis. 

There is no ambiguity in Siddh Gost about whether or not Guru Nanak 
valued or agreed with world renunciation as a necessary requirement to 
achieve liberation. As made evident first and foremost in Siddh Gost and 
his other devotional compositions, Guru Nanak explicitly rejects 
renunciation as a requisite for liberation. Guru Nanak's rejection of 
worldly renunciation, or of the ascetic practices associated with it, is made 
evident in his own use of the term udasi. While udasi usually refers to a 
renunciate who has withdrawn or is detached from society (as in the case 
of the Nath yogis), in Siddh Gost it is used to mean the gurmukh's quest 
for the Truth. When the siddhs ask Guru Nanak about the nature of his 
status as an udasi, Guru Nanak replies thus: 

I [Nanak] have become an udasi in search of gurmukhs. 

I have adopted these robes in search of their vision. 

I am out to trade Truth. 

I am a peddler of Truth. 

Nanak says: With the help of gurmukhs , 

others can be carried across 
[the ocean of sahsar] ( SG 18) 

Udasi, according to Guru Nanak, is not about taking a vow of asceticism. 
Rather, udasi is actually the spiritual journey for realizing the Truth. And, 
in undertaking it, there is the search for others with whom one can travel 
on this venture. 

In the case of Guru Nanak, he was a renunciate in that as a gurmukh he 
had ventured out on his spiritual travels, leaving his family behind. The 
redefinition of udasi lies in the fact that after his long journeys in the four 
directions of the world, Guru Nanak returned to his family, where he 


combined spiritual piety with worldly living: 

In the compositions of Guru Nanak there are verses which can be 
interpreted as supporting renunciation (udas), and Guru Nanak 
himself had travelled widely, leaving his family behind. His decision 
to return to the life of a house-holder, therefore, was important. It 
demonstrated his basic ideal that true renunciation consisted in living 
pure amidst the impurities of attachment. The followers of Guru 
Nanak at Kartarpur and elsewhere pursued honest occupations for 
livelihood. They demonstrated thus how to combine piety with 
worldly activity. A disciplined worldliness was the hallmark of this 
new community.' 

Indeed, even though Guru Nanak ventured out in the four directions for the 
purpose of religious discourse, he did not technically renounce the world 
to attain liberation since "leaving his family behind" was only temporary. 

In his devotional hymns, Guru Nanak also explicitly denounces the 
religious lifestyle of the renunciate living outside society as a futile means 
for self-realization or liberation, because, for him, it is merely a form of 
attachment: 


Yoga is not the patched coat, 

or smearing the body with ashes. 

Yoga is not the earrings, shaven head, 
or the blowing of the horn. 

To remain pure 

amid the impurities [of the world] 
is the way yoga is attained. 

Yoga is not attained 

by conversing [about it]. 

The one, 

who looks upon all as one, 
shall be known as a yogi. 

Yoga is not [achieved] 

by visiting memorials at cremation sites 

Yoga is not [about] sitting in a trance. 

Yoga is not wandering in the world. 

Yoga is not bathing at pilgrimage sites. 

To remain pure, 

amid the impurities [of the world], 
is the way yoga is attained. 

(Suhl Rag, M.l, GGS, p. 730) 

In Gum Nanak's view, the path and goals related to world renunciation are 
futile because, instead of enhancing the spiritual quest, they divert one to a 
sectarian way rather than aid in realizing the Divine Name. 

Gum Nanak makes reference to his path of the gurmukh as yoga; 
however, he discounts hath-yoga and the ascetic practices associated with 
it. In fact, his hymns explicitly critique the Nath practice of hathyoga for 
its futility: 


Restraint through hath [-yoga] wears off the body: 

Fasting and austerities do not soften the mind. 

There is nothing that equals nam. 

Serve the Guru! 

O mind! Associate with 

those connected with the All-pervasive One! . . . 

(Ramkall, M.l, GGS, p. 905.) 

According to Guru Nanak, strenuous yogic exercises are 
counterproductive because they "harden," instead of enlighten, the mind. 
In effect, the discipline of rigorous mental and physical yogic exercises fail 
in guiding one toward liberation from the cycle of rebirth (sansar): 

When you drink the essence (nam), 

the messenger of death cannot touch you, 
and the serpent [of maya\ cannot sting you. 

The world is in conflict, 

and is softened by [false] music. 

Abiding in the three modes [of maya\ 
one comes and goes. 

Without nam, 

there is only suffering. 

The yogi inhales his breath upwards [to awaken the kundalinl ] 
[The yogi] performs inner cleansing and six purification rituals. 
Without nam, the breath the yogi inhales is meaningless. . . . 
(Ramkall, M.l, GGS, p. 905.) 

While, for the Naths, hath-yoga is the primary practice for subduing 
the senses and self-realization, for Guru Nanak it is ineffective in cleansing 
the mind from the influence of maya. Moreover, Guru Nanak disagrees 
with the Nath practice of acquiring occult powers because it misleads one 
in the search for Truth. Guru Nanak argues that the acquisition of occult 
powers through yogic practices leads to futile results: 


If I dressed myself with fire, 
lived in a house of snow, 
and ate iron for food; 

[so what!] 

[If I] drank suffering like water, 

and drove the earth before me, 

weighed the earth on a scale with a copper coin; 

[so what!] 

[If I were] to become so great that 
I could not be contained, 
and lead all, 

to have mental power to control others; 
so what! 

Great is the Master, 
great are the blessings, 
upon whom they are bestowed. 

Nanak says: Those blessed with grace 
attain the glory of the True nam. 

(Salok, M.l, GGS, 147) 

According to Guru Nanak, the occult powers acquired by hath-yogalike 
enlarging the body, influencing others or controlling others-are 
meaningless for the ultimate goal of liberation. In fact, occult powers are 
but a distraction from the ultimate experience of Ultimate Reality. It is 
only the gurmukh, liberated through sabad, who can discriminate the Truth 
from falsehood, including the difference between occult powers acquired 
by the Nath renunciates living outside society and the universal wisdom 
attained by the gurmukhs: 


The giirmukh attains the eight occult powers and universal wisdom. 

The gurmukh crosses the ocean [of sansar ] 
and attains true understanding. 

The gurmukh can discriminate 
between Truth and falsehood. 

The gurmukh recognizes worldliness and renunciation. 

The gurmukh crosses over [the ocean of sansar ] 
and carries others across as well. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh is liberated through sabad. (SG 31) 

Guru Nanak in Siddh Gost rejects the Nath path of the renunciate 
living outside society even as he uses Nath "ascetic" or "yogic" 
terminology to illustrate his devotional path while "living-in-this-world." 
Although he rejects world renunciation and ascetic practices, and he does 
not follow the hath-yoga practices of the Nath tradition, Guru Nanak 
modifies the term yoga even as he incorporates in his worldview the Nath 
notion of the "inner tune" (anahat-nad), the breaking away from duality 
(sahaj), and the larger context of emptiness (sunn) that has to be realized, 
the topic of the following section. 

THE CONCEPT OF "TRUE" YOGA 

Siddh Gost provides a description of what Guru Nanak understands by 
yoga. While he teaches the path of the gurmukh, Guru Nanak also refers to 
it as "True" yoga. Interestingly, he also describes his own conception of 
"True" yoga by making references to the Nath practice of hath-yoga. Guru 
Nanak's Siddh Gost expounds the path of "True" yoga as one of self- 
renunciation based on the premise that it is the ego that ought to be 
renounced while "living-in-this-world." For Guru Nanak, the gurmukh 
path of yoga consists of renouncing the ego through single-minded 
contemplation on gabad and remembrance of nam. The following verse 
(var) by Bhai Gurdas most effectively summarizes Guru Nanak's 


viewpoint on yoga: 


Illusion cannot be erased without yoga. It is similar to the fact where 
we know that without cleansing of the mirror, the face cannot be seen 
in it. Yoga is cleansing praxis through which the surati 
[consciousness] gets absorbed into the unstruck melody. Eighteen 
siddhis and nine treasures fall at the feet of a gurmukh yogi. In 
kaliyug, Patanjali talked about the fulfillment of desires that 
remained unfulfilled in the three ages. The complete achievement of 
yogic bhakti is that you get every thing hand to hand. The jiv should 
cultivate the nature of remembrance of God, charity and ablution 
(internal and external). (Bhai Gurdas, Varan, 1.14)2 

For Guru Nanak, "True" yoga involves meditative remembrance of the 
Divine Name (nam-simran) while at the same time taking to selfless 
service (seva) in the pursuit of liberation. 

Guru Nanak disagrees with Nath belief and practices, yet he 
incorporates Nath terminology in his exposition of "True" yoga. How is it 
that Guru Nanak can use the concepts associated with renunciation in 
general, and makes references to Nath yogic belief and practices in 
particular, when he disagrees with them? In actual fact, Guru Nanak 
modifies the concepts and terms associated with the Nath practice of hath- 
yoga so that they can fit in with his own philosophical orientation.' 

First, Guru Nanak makes general references to the Nath dress code and 
practice of yoga, especially the earrings, the primary mark of the Nath 
yogi: 


O yogi! Let your vision be 

the patched coat, earrings, and [begging] bag. 

[Concentrate on] the One dwelling 
within the twelve branches of yoga, 
and let the path of the One teach 

the wisdom of the six philosophical schools. 

If the mind understands this, then one will not suffer. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh understands that 
this is the way yoga is attained. ( SG 9) 

In discussing the external symbols of the Nath yogis, Gum Nanak teaches 
that one needs to go beyond the external symbols or forms of religion. 
That is, the mind of the gurmukh has to be disciplined and has to be in 
tune with the §abad of Guru. 

Siddh Gost contains several references specific to Nath practices, 
especially those associated with hath-yoga. Siddh Gost makes a couple of 
references to the yogic imagery of balancing the moon and sun in order to 
reverse the aging process (i.e., mortality). In Siddh Gost, the siddhs ask 
Gum Nanak: 

How does the moon 
cool life like snow? 

How does the sun blaze? 

How can death be turned away? . . . (SG 48) 

Gum Nanak answers: 

When one chants sabad, 
the moon 

[that is the mind] is infinitely illuminated. 


When the sun [of wisdom] dwells 
in the home of the moon 
[that is the mind] 
darkness is dispelled. 

Pleasure and suffering are alike, 
when one has the support of nam. 

[EkOankar] itself carries us 
across [the ocean of sansar]. 

With the Guru's wisdom, 
the mind merges in Truth. 

Nanak says: Such a one is not consumed by death. (SG 49) 

Guru Nanak however teaches that iabad is the means to liberation since it 
illuminates the mind (moon) and dispels darkness (sun), whereas for the 
hath-yogi it is the physical and mental exercises that bring forth a balance 
of the calming (moon) and arousal (sun) energy channels, reversing the 
physiological processes of aging and death. 

Siddh Gost also refers to the three central hath-yogic exercises of (1) 
breathing (pranaya) [verses 44 and 67], (2) posturing (asan) [verses 3 and 
50], and (3) hand gesturing (mudra) [verse 611: 

Siddhs: 

The air is said to be the life of the mind, 
but what does the air feed on? 

What is the hand posture {mudra) of wisdom? 

What is the practice of the enlightened one {siddh)? {SG 61) 

Guru Nanak replies to the siddhs: 

Without the sabad 

the essence is not attained, 

nor does the thirst of the ego depart. (SG 61) 


For Gum Nanak, the anahat-nad resonating in the sabad is the source of all 
existence, including the yogic concept of prana or life force energy, while 
meditation on the gabad is regarded as the paramount practice. 

Gum Nanak also refers to the hath-yogic energy channels-the three 
central pathways (nadis) of the subtle body (susumana-nadi [sukhmana in 
Punjabi], ida-nada, and pingala-nadi) in his discussion on the nature of 
Reality: 


One understands the sukhmana, ida, and pihgala, 
when the ineffable is realized. 

Nanak says: The True One is above 
the three energy channels. 

Through the True Guru's sabad , 

one is united [with EkOankar] ( SG 60) 

While the hath-yogi aims to raise the kundalim-Sakti through each of the 
seven central cakras to ultimately unite with Siva-consciousness, Gum 
Nanak reinterprets the underlying notion to advance his own 
understanding of yoga. That is, meditation on the §abad awakens the 
consciousness to destroy the ego, and to ultimately experience EkOankar. 
In Guru Nanak's approach, the ego is viewed as the deficiency that 
prevents one from experiencing EkOankar, whereas hath-yoga views a 
dormant kundalim-Sakti and imbalanced ida and pingala as the deficieny 
(as described in Goraksa Sataka 47-50 and Hatha-yoga Pradipika chapters 
2 and 4). 

Gum Nanak writes about the ten gates of the human body, where the 
"nine doors" refer to physical or sensory experiences (two eyes, two ears, 
two nostrils, the mouth, the anus, and the genitals), and the "tenth door" 
refers to the transcendental or spiritual channel that unites the gurmukh 
and EkOankar. In the following verse, Gum Nanak explains that one needs 
to block the nine gates in order to reach the "tenth door" : 


By blocking the nine gates, 
one arrives at the tenth gate. 

It is here 

that the unstruck sound ( anahat-nad ) 
resounds in the state of sunn. 

. . . The hidden bam is revealed. 

Nanak says: The True One is realized. ( Siddh Goshth 53) 

This verse makes reference to the "tenth door" as the place where one has 
the yogic experience of the unstruck sound (anahat-nad), which is 
attainable through meditation on the §abad. The difference between Guru 
Nanak and the Nath yogi in their understanding of the "tenth door" is that, 
the latter see it as an actual subtle energy channel located within the body,' 
while the former views it as an intangible spiritual experience. 

As discussed in the verse earlier quoted (Salok, M.l, GGS, p. 147), 
Guru Nanak dismisses the strenuous practices associated with hath-yoga. 
Yet, we see Guru Nanak referring to hath-yoga terminology in Siddh Gost 
and other relevant hymns. However, for Guru Nanak, his perspective 
involves the belief that one will understand all, including yogic processes, 
once one transcends duality, which-in his viewis attainable only through 
the meditation of the iabad. The one recurrent theme throughout Siddh 
Gost is that the §abad is the only means to the goal of union with 
EkOankar: 


The True One supports the breath 
that extends the distance 
of three and seven fingers. 

The giirmukh speaks about the essence, 
and realizes the ineffable and infinite. 

By erasing the three guns , 

the sabad is enshrined in the mind 
and the ego is removed. 

When the One is seen 
inside and out, 
the love of nam is present. 

One understands the sukhmand , ida, and pirigala, 
when the ineffable is realized. 

Nanak says: The True One is above 
the three energy channels. 

Through the True Guru's sabad , 

one is united [with EkOankar]. (SG 60) 

This hymn accurately describes Gum Nanak's perspective on the "True" 
yoga. The central argument that Gum Nanak puts forward is that 
meditation on the §abad is the practice that ultimately enables the gurmukh 
to become absorbed in nam-simran and experience the Divine Essence of 
nam. 

Gum Nanak's understanding of the §abad has its origins both in the 
Hindu concept of the Vedic mantra Aum as well as in the Nath yogis' 
understanding of the spiritual tune (anahat-nad). For instance, the ancient 
Vedic mantra Aum is the eternal sound considered as the highest 
realization sought through meditation. Similar to the Aum mantra, 
EkOankar, "One Primordial Essence manifest in all" is also regarded as the 
eternal sound that is to be experienced as the unstmck sound. Indeed, Aum 
(Chandogya Upanisad 1.1; Mandukya Upanisad 1.1) and EkOankar are 
identified with Ultimate Reality, and spiritual attainment is the experiential 


realization of the equation of the atma with Ultimate Reality or the 
merging of the eternal soul with Ultimate Reality (Chandogya Upanisad 
6). There is, however, a significant difference between the Upanisad and 
Sikh understanding of the eternal sound; while the eternal sound of Aum is 
limited to Vedic learning and practice, accessible to only the privileged 
males belonging to the three upper classes (dvija), the eternal sound in 
Sikhism is a cosmic resonance, meant to be experienced by all. According 
to Guru Nanak, no one can take ownership over the eternal sound 
(EkOainkar) nor is it attainable by a certain group of people (dvija). The 
prerequisite to experiencing the eternal sound is devotion and the personal 
relationship one has with Ultimate Reality. 

The pan-Indian concept of sabad, similarly, has great importance in the 
yogic traditions with their practice of mantra, in which §abad is the means 
to experience the inner divine tune of Reality. The concept of sabad is 
inextricably connected with the concept of the unstruck sound (anahat- 
§abad or anahat-nad), or pure or eternal sound. According to W. H. 
McLeod, the Tantric use of gab ad as the musical sound that needs to be 
experienced has influenced the Sant tradition, with which Guru Nanak is 
associated.' Although the Sant and Sikh traditions do not follow the hath- 
yoga practices of the Nath tradition, they have incorporated in their 
worldview the notion of the "inner tune" that has to be realized. However, 
for Guru Nanak, the only means to realizing the inner tune is nam: 


Immersed in nam, 
the ego is distant. 

Immersed in nam, 
one merges in Truth. 

Immersed in nam, 

one can contemplate the way of yoga. 

Immersed in nam, 

one finds the door of liberation. 

Immersed in nam, 

one understands the three worlds. 

Nanak says: Immersed in nam, 
one attains eternal peace. (SG 32) 

Therefore, the concept of the unstrack sound is derived from the Nath 
yogis, who practice hath-yoga as the means to experience the unstrack 
melody, which resonates in the tenth door from where the nectar of nam 
trickles down. 

The Nath concept of experiencing the spiritual tune-which is attained 
through elaborate yogic practices and results in the break from dualistic 
thinking (sahaj)-concurs with the gurmukh experience of union with 
EkOankar. It is important to emphasize, however, that, unlike the Nath 
yogis, for Guru Nanak it is only EkOankar that pro duces the Sacred 
Sound. Sikhism believes in a nondual dynamic of Reality, which is 
realized through devotional remembrance, rather than Tantric yoga's 
dualistic realism and its orientation of world renunciation, focus on the 
physical body and technical methods of pranayam, asan, and mudra. While 
Guru Nanak's understanding of §abad has its roots in both the Upanisadic 
and Nath traditions (both of which view world renunciation as a 
prerequisite for attaining liberation), the mystical element in Guru Nanak's 
doctrine of §abad appears, however, to be an expression of his own 
spiritual experience of Ultimate Reality. 


Modem scholarship has demonstrated how Sikhism has-through the 
Sant tradition-been influenced by the devotionalism of Hindu (Vaisnava) 
Bhakti, the hath-yoga of the Nath tradition, and the mysticism of Sufism.' 
While the argument on the influence of the Sant tradition on the Sikh 
tradition has, for the most part, been accepted, the notion of possible Nath 
influence via the Sant tradition has been a point of contention among some 
scholars. For instance, several traditional Sikh scholars contend that Gum 
Nanak was not, in actuality, influenced by the Nath tradition, basing their 
argument on the fact that Si khi sm is founded on the path of the 
householder that values social involvement, such as selfless service (seva).' 

Gum Nanak, however, does incorporate the popular yogic concepts 
concerning self-realization-including the notion of mystical union (sahaj) 
or transcending the dualistic mode of thinking within his Sikh 
philosophical system-even as he may modify them. As discussed in 
chapter 5, Gum Nanak's philosophical system includes concepts, such as 
the spontaneous realization of one's innate nature (sahaj -dhum); blissful 
state (sahaj -dnand); and the unstruck sound (anahat-nad). Siddh Gost 
makes several references to mystical union that emerges out of emptiness 
(sunn): 8 


When the heart and body did not exist, 
the mind resided detached 
in sunn. 

When there was no support 
of the naval lotus, 
the life breath resided within itself, 
immersed in love. . . . (SG 67) 

For Gum Nanak, mystical union not only consists in breaking all duality, 
but also unites one with EkOankar. 

While appropriating the Nath terminology of hath-yoga, Gum Nanak 


modifies it for the sake of teaching his own spiritual message. In 
presenting the spiritual path of self-renunciation while living in the world, 
Guru Nanak actually transforms the traditional system of yoga. Guru 
Nanak does use terms associated with the Nath tradition, but he changes 
them to fit the larger context of his Sikh perspective on the world and 
liberation. However, the very incorporation of the concepts from the Nath 
tradition suggests a certain degree of influence regardless of the 
modification of the terms by Guru Nanak in the larger context of Sikhism. 

While it has discounted hath-yoga as a means to self-realization, the 
Sikh tradition has, in fact, not been against yoga in relation to the physical 
benefits that it provides. For instance, gatka-the Sikh martial arts started by 
the sixth guru, Guru Hargobind-involves physical, mental, and breathing 
practices derived from Ancient Indian exercises that were appropriated by 
the formalized school of yoga. However, the physical discipline of gatka is 
by no means regarded as a spiritual practice.' Indeed, spiritual 
development is considered achievable only through the devotional 
recitation of the Divine Name. 

While the Sikhs and the Nath yogis (or renunciates in general) share 
the same larger religious worldview of sansar along with the goal of 
escape from the cycle of rebirth, Guru Nanak's exposition of the path of 
self-renunciation while living in the world adheres to the belief that one 
ought to live in the world or at least not run away from it. However, since 
Guru Nanak at the same time critiques the traditional path of the 
householder, it is necessary first to explore his actual position on it in order 
to come to a precise understanding as to what Guru Nanak means by living 
in the world. 

CRITIQUE OF THE TRADITIONAL HOUSEHOLDER PATH 

As a consequence of Guru Nanak's explicit rejection of world renunciation 
as a valid means to liberation, his discounting of world renunciation has at 


times been misinterpreted as supporting the traditional householder 
religious lifestyle. While Si khi sm is often described as a "householder 
religion," Guru Nanak's teachings in Siddh Gost, in actuality, reject the 
traditional path of the householder, that is, the householder path as 
traditionally understood in Indian thought and prescribed by Brahmanism 
and Classical Hinduism. 

The householder path, at first blush, can be considered to be the way of 
the Sikh. And, if one uses the two common polarities of "living-in-this- 
world" and "renouncing-this-world," it would seem inevitable that Sikhs 
would be regarded as falling in the householder category. In fact, the 
writings of traditional Sikh scholars, as well as the beliefs or attitudes held 
by many Sikh practitioners, often empha size that Sikh teachings promote 
the householder path to liberation. One such scholar, for instance, states: 
"The religion of Guru Nanak is the religion of householders." 10 

There is, no doubt, often a tendency to use theological concepts to 
legitimize cultural norms about achieving materialistic goals of wealth and 
progeny for security and status. However, "living-in-thisworld" and the 
traditional householder paths-a householder living in society and a 
householder living in the larger context of eventual withdrawal from 
society-are not synonymous. Guru Nanak, no doubt, holds a firm position 
against the path of renunciation as a valid means to liberation, and he 
indeed teaches self-renunciation in the context of living in the world. But, 
importantly, he also simultaneously denounces-rather than supports-the 
orientation and goals sought after by a householder. In fact, Guru Nanak 
equates the householder path with the renunciate one in the sense that he 
considers them both as forms of attachment to maya: 


The people of the world (householders) are entangled 
in the three modes [of the material world] (may a)-, 
so too are the yogis. 

By reflecting on sabad, 
sorrows are dispelled. 

One becomes radiant and true 
through sabad. 

Thus, a yogi is the one 

who reflects on the way [of the giirmukh]. 

(Ramkall, M.l, GGS, p. 903) 

For Guru Nanak, then, the paths of both the traditional householder and the 
traditional renunciate are dissimilar from that of the gurmukh path, which 
is based on self-renunciation through the practice of the recitation and 
meditation on the Divine Name. 

It is of central importance to underline here that Guru Nanak explicitly 
rejects the two ideal householder religious lifestyles-a householder living 
in society and a householder living in the larger context of eventual 
withdrawal from society. First, Guru Nanak critiques the socioreligious 
norms associated with the traditional role of the householder, especially in 
regard to its ego-oriented goals of acquiring the "fruits" of (1) wealth 
(arth), (2) sensual -pleasures (kam), and (3) religious merit (dharam). 
Fundamentally, according to Guru Nanak, humans pursuing the goals of 
the householder are blinded by illusion (may a) and driven by ego: 


The desire for maya attaches one 

to one's son, relatives, household and wife. 

The world is deceived and robbed 
by attachment, greed, and ego. 

Attachment has robbed me, 

and the ego has destroyed the world. 

0 my beloved One! 

1 have no one but You. 

Without You, nothing pleases me. 

I am in peace with Your love. 

I sing the praises of nam 
with love, 

and I am content with sabad. 

Whatever is seen will eventually pass away. 

So, do not be attached to this false vision! . . . 

(Sri Rag, M.l, GGS, p. 61) 

For Gum Nanak, the experience of honor (izzat), such as begetting a son 
or accumulating wealth, is attachment to maya. And, for him, it is this 
desire of acquiring worldly goals that brings suffering or enmeshes the 
individual in the cycle of five evils." Gum Nanak not only explicitly 
critiques the specific socioreligious goals associated with the householder 
path-like begetting a son or acquiring izzat-but, in doing so, he also mocks 
the patriarchy of the traditional household. 12 

Gum Nanak likewise disagrees with the concept of religious pursuit 
according to the four life-stages outlined in the classical Hindu law books. 
This is most evident in Gum Nanak's discussion of the "Four Watches of 
the Night," which describes personal development in the context of the 
different life-stages. In all four stages in life, the respective goals desired 
are but a form of attachment, whether it be the child who is attached to the 
mother, the adult who is clinging to a sense of permanency or superiority 
through the materialistic goals of wealth and power, or the elders who are 


preoccupied with their accumulated good deeds for the fruit of a better 
rebirth. In effect, the desire for the goals sought during the four stages of 
life all result in suffering. 

Guru Nanak's "Four Watches of the Night" does not only reflect his 
rejection of the various forms of attachment that the manmukh experiences 
during the four stages of life, but it is also an implicit critique of the 
religious lifestyle of the householder living in the larger context of 
eventual withdrawal from society. For Guru Nanak, renunciation is of the 
ego; that is, it does not depend on one's stage in life or ascribed dvija 
status. This stance is most evident in Guru Nanak's own return to his 
family and farming livelihood after his spiritual journeys. FTis own act of 
returning to the household near the end of his life further indicates that 
Guru Nanak did not value or live in accordance with the classical Hindu 
schema of the four stages of life (during which one renounces worldly 
affairs during the last stage in life). For Guru Nanak, the path of the 
manmukh, which can be understood to be that of the four phases or stages 
of life, is wholly different from the path of the gurmukh. 

It is erroneous or-at the very least-misleading therefore to refer to 
Sikhism as a "householder religion," given that Guru Nanak rejects the two 
householder religious lifestyles. Nevertheless, Guru Nanak in Siddh Gost 
teaches self-renunciation in the context of remaining involved in society. 
Since he discounts the traditional path of the householder, as to what, then, 
Guru Nanak actually means by remaining involved in society is yet to be 
explored. 

SELF-RENUNCIATION AND SOCIAL INVOLVEMENT 

If Guru Nanak rejects the paths of world renunciation and the householder, 
what does Guru Nanak exactly mean by living in the world? According to 
the Sikh worldview as expounded by Guru Nanak, one must live in the 
world while seeking liberation but to do so in accord with the genuine 


theological understanding of self-renunciation. Indeed, for Guru Nanak, 
the gurmukh or "True" yogi is one who has renounced the ego and lives in 
accordance with the will of the Guru while living in society: 

Nanak : 

The stores and highways do not let one sleep 
[not allowing the mind to rest]. 

One should not be swayed 
by another's home. 

Without nam, the mind cannot be still, 

Nanak says: Nor is one's hunger satisfied. 

The Guru has revealed to me the stores, cities, and homes, 
in which I deal with the true trade. 

Sleep little and eat little. 

Nanak says: This is the essence of wisdom. (SG 8) 

In Guru Nanak's thinking, one must not be guided by one's own ego 
(manmukh) under the influence of maya. Rather, one ought to live amidst 
the maya of the world-such as the competition among others over material 
possessions-but one must not live under its influence. Indeed, the ideal is 
to renounce the ego and live according to the will of the Guru even while 
living in the world. That is, one is to be in the world, but not to be of the 
world. 

The goal and the means of the gurmukh are attainable even while 
living in the world, since liberation is solely dependent on recitation of the 
Divine Name. It is only through recitation that one's heart and mind are 
purified: 


Nanak : 

Bom in the home of the True Guru, 
my comings and goings 
[from the cycle of rebirth] have ceased. 

The mind is connected to the unstruck sound. 

Sab ad has burned away my aspirations and desires. . . . (SG 20) 

For Guru Nanak, renunciation consists of renouncing the ego so that one 
can resonate with the unstruck sound (anahat-nad). In the same manner, 
one breaks away from duality or the dualistic mode of thinking. As a 
consequence of the breaking away from duality, pleasure and pain are seen 
as the same. 

Guru Nanak views the fulfillment of one's duties while detached from 
the fruits of one's actions as further developing one's mental concentration, 
which is necessary for meditative remembrance of the Divine Name. In 
fact, he teaches that the process of mental discipline is improved more by 
living in the midst of maya as opposed to running away from it. 

One popular story belonging to the oral tradition talks of Guru Nanak 
teaching the siddhs about how one can live in the world amid maya and 
still be connected to Reality. In response to the siddhs questioning him as 
to why he was giving a religious discourse at a fair, Guru Nanak asks a 
siddh to carry a full cup of water around the fair without spilling it. What 
occurs then is that the siddh was unable to pay attention to the material 
things at the fair because he was too focused on not spilling the water. In 
effect, Guru Nanak demonstrates that, with mental discipline, one 
automatically cultivates concentration, and that can all be done amid the 
maya of the world. 

In Guru Nanak' s teachings, living amid maya and the material world is 
viewed as a necessary challenge for spiritual development (like the 
cultivation of discipline and concentration). The common panlndian 


metaphor for living amid maya is that of the lotus, which floats in the 
sticky mud but remains undefiled by it: 

As a lotus flower remains untouched by water, 

and as a duck floats above the water; 
when the mind is connected to sabad, 

one crosses over the ocean of this transitory world. . . . ( SG 5) 

Like the lotus, one ought to live in the world without being touched by the 
illusory nature of the material realm. 

Continuous with the way Guru Nanak led his life in the world as a 
renunciate living in the larger context of involvement in society, Article III 
of the contemporary Sikh Rahit Maryada ("Sikh Code of Conduct and 
Conventions") requires Sikhs to live according to three fundamental 
principles: 

1. meditation on Divine Name (namjapo), 

2. hard work and honest living (kirat karo), and 

3. sharing one's earnings with the needy (vand ke chhako). 

In this injunction, along with ndm japo, one ought to work hard and 
honestly as well as share one's earnings, since it is important to remain 
connected with society in order to help humanity. While there may be 
some dispute about the instituting of the Sikh Rahit Maryada- since it 
occurred during the early twentieth century when the Sikh governing body 
had as its aim to emphasize a "Khalsa " Sikh identity 13 -for the purposes of 
this study, it is nonetheless important to note that the janam-sakhis 
describe Guru Nanak as having valued and lived by precisely these 
principles. 14 

The central point of Siddh Gost is that one ought to fulfill one's 


familial or social duties in the pursuit of liberation, but social involvement 
does not mean to strive only for householder goals. Of course, through 
self-renunciation and meditative remembrance of the Divine Name, one 
can become detached from worldly pursuits, such as attaining wealth, 
begetting a son, and enjoying sensual pleasures. As with the teachings of 
the Bhagavad Gita, the basic aim would be to renounce the fruits of one's 
actions (nis-kama-karma-yoga). The fundamental difference here, 
however, is that, for Guru Nanak, this path of action and self-renunciation 
ought to be pursued while "living-in-thisworld," and not in the context of 
the vama-a§rama-dharma schema, nor according to the concept of dvija. 
While Classical and Bhakti Hindu philosophers or theologians contended 
that everyone is equal at the spiritual level, they accepted, unlike Guru 
Nanak, the caste system at the social level. On the other hand, Guru Nanak 
teaches the path of self-renunciation in the context of social involvement 
in order to improve the state of humanity (as, for example, the langar 
institution, through which was a radical break from the brahminical 
notions of religious and social purity). Social involvement, then, goes 
beyond the accomplishment of householder goals; rather, it ought to find 
expression in the practice of selfless service (seva) in the community. 

Every human is a social being. As a social being, one has social 
responsibilities, including the moral responsibility to contribute to society. 
Rather than removing oneself from society, one has to remain connected 
with humanity (as manifest in one's community or society). Therefore, 
according to Guru Nanak, a gurmukh-a renunciate living in the larger 
context of involvement in society-ought to achieve a balance between self- 
renunciation through meditation on the Divine Name and remaining 
involved with society through selfless service. While self-renunciation 
through nam-simran (remembrance of the Divine Name) brings one closer 
to the ultimate goal of contentment, it is best sought in conjunction with 
the performance of seva (selfless service in the household and in society in 
general) since it cultivates compassion. Indeed, the gurmukh requires 


maintaining a balance between achieving contentment and compassion: 

The mythical bull [of Hindu mythology] is actually dharam 
which is born out of compassion 

and holds the earth in order through contentment. 

( Jap-jT, GGS, p. 3) 

Besides, for Guru Nanak, when people are simultaneously content and 
compassionate, the world stands on an even keel. With Guru Nanak (as 
with the later interpretations of the Bhagavad Gita written during the 
nineteenth and twentieh centuries)," the spiritual teaching of self- 
renunciation is not to be interpreted to mean conformity with or 
complacency about the existing social order when such an order is unjust 
or oppressive. Rather, in the state of having renounced one's ego in order 
to live according to the will of the Guru, one must simultaneously fight 
against social and political injustice. That is, involvement in society is for 
the betterment of society or humanity. Guru Nanak held the view that 
suffering was related to both internal forces (such as ego, attachment, and 
the cycle of rebirth), and external forces (such as tyranny and oppression). 
According to Guru Nanak, both the internal and external forces need to be 
tackled. 

Paradoxically, a gurmukh is that ideal person who pursues the religious 
path that consists of one being socially involved in the pursuit of the Truth 
of Ultimate Reality. Indeed, a gurmukh is a "socially involved renunciate." 
According to Guru Nanak, this paradox is reconcilable because (1) it is by 
overcoming the challenges of living amid maya that one is able to fully 
achieve self-renunciation through namsimran, and (2) as one contributes to 
society, one can simultaneously remain connected with EkOankar, because 
the resonance of EkOankar vibrates through all humanity: 


The essence of nam is in all. 

Without nam, 

one is afflicted by pain and death. 

When one's essence [soul] merges with the Essence [EkOankdr], 
the mind is fulfilled. 

Duality disappears, 

and the mind returns home. 

Nanak says: The unmoved state is attained in sahaj. (SG 50) 

SUMMING UP 

The Paradox of the Socially Involved Renunciate 

Guru Nanak's "Discourse to the Nath Yogis" deals with the popular 
question about whether or not renouncing mundane existence is necessary 
for the attainment of liberation (mukti). While it takes a strong position 
against the path of renunciation as a valid means to liberation, it also 
denounces the orientation and goals sought by the traditional householder 
path. 

Sikhism has often been described as a "householder religion," yet Guru 
Nanak's teachings in Siddh Gost, in actuality, reject the traditional path of 
the householder. In his rejection of the first three types of religious 
lifestyles-including renunciate living outside society, householder living in 
society and the householder living in the larger context of eventual 
withdrawal from society-Guru Nanak uses Nath "ascetic" or "yogic" 
terminology to illustrate his path of self-renunciation while "living-inthis- 
world." That is, Guru Nanak advocates the path of the renunciate in the 
larger context of involvement in society; a gurmukh pursues liberation 
through self-renunciation even as he or she remains in the world. For Guru 
Nanak, the ideal is to become a socially involved renunciate. 

The paradox of the socially involved renunciate encompasses the two 


polarities-the path of the renunciate, and the path of the householder-for 
attaining liberation that are found in Indian religions. It is most profoundly 
expressed through Hindu mythology, as in the iconic figure Siva. Siva is 
portrayed sometimes as an ascetic and at other times as a householder 
accompanied by his consort Parvati. As mentioned in chapter 1, Wendy 
Doniger contends that the ascetic and erotic depictions of Siva are not 
diametrically in opposition to each other. Rather, the images reflect Siva as 
the mediating principle between the renunciate and the householder 
lifestyle models. 16 The opposing depictions of Siva, no doubt, reflect the 
tension that exists between the ascetic and domestic ideals in the pursuit of 
the ultimate religious goal of liberation from sansar. 

While Hindu mythology provides concrete and vivid imagery of the 
tension or mediation between the desires of the human soul for liberation 
and for being connected with the world or humanity, Guru Nanak provides 
a reconciliation of the two polarities in his philosophical worldview as 
expounded in Siddh Gost. Guru Nanak not only reconciles the polarities of 
the ascetic and householder ideals, but he provides a practical means to 
achieve it, in a seemingly paradoxical way, renunciation while existing in 
the social world through becoming a socially involved renunciate. For 
Guru Nanak, one ought to renounce the ego while "living-in- this-world." 
In doing so, one needs to attain a balance between the quest for 
contentment achieved by self-renunciation through meditation on the 
Divine Name (nam-simran) and the cultivation of compassion through the 
practice of selfless service (seva). That is, according to Guru Nanak, the 
gurmukh or "True" yogi is to be in the world, but not be of the world! 



Part 4 


Siddh Gost 

• • 

Discourse to the Nath Yogis , 
An English Translation 



I. THE MEETING 


A discourse with the siddhs ? 

[is composed of] the first mahala 2 
in the ramkali meter. 3 
EkOankar 4 is realized 
by the grace of the True Guru. 5 

As the siddhs formed an assembly, 
sitting in their yogic postures, 
they saluted the congregation of sants. 6 


Nanak: 

Salutations to the True One, 
who is infinite, 
and beyond reach. 

I remove my head as an offering 
and surrender my body and mind. 

Nanak says: Truth is attained by meeting the sants , 
and glory is experienced in sahaj. 7 [1] 

What use is it to wander? 

[when] purification is attained through Truth. 
Without the true sabad 8 
no one attains mnkti. 9 [1] 

Pause [to dwell upon this thought]. 

Siddhs: 

Who are you? What is your name? 

What is your path? What is your goal? 

Nanak: 

I speak of nothing but Truth, 

when I said I surrendered myself to the sants. 


Siddhs: 

Where do you sit? 

O child! 10 Where do you live? 

Where did you come from? Where are you going? 
O Nanak, the detached one! What is your path? [2] 


Nanak: 

I abide in the Eternal [One], 11 

who resounds in the hearts of all, 
and walks according to the True Guru's will. 

I came and will depart according to the hukam , 12 

and, I, Nanak, will forever live according to the hukam. 
The posture 13 of the Supporter is stable; 

this is the teaching I received from the Guru. 

The gurmukh u is wise 

and understands the Self is merged in Truth. [3] 

II. THE PATH 


Nanak: 

What answer can I give to someone 
who claims to know all? 

How can I discourse on the Truth 
when you believe you have [already] crossed 
the world ocean [of sahsar 16 ]? [4] 


As a lotus flower remains untouched by water, 
and as a duck floats above the water; 

when the mind is connected to sabad, 

one crosses over the ocean of this transitory world. 

Nanak chants the nam} 7 

A person who lives detached and enshrines the One, 
in the mind, 

remains desireless amidst desires. 

[A disciple is one] who sees and inspires others to see the ineffable, 

Nanak is such a [disciple's] servant. [5] 

Siddhs: 

[O] holy one, 
listen to our prayer! 

We ask your true opinion. 

Don't be angry with us. 

Please tell us how we 

can find the door to the Guru? 

Nanak: 

Nanak says: With the support of nam, 

the wavering mind can become focused 

in its true home [i.e., aware of the true nature of the 
soul and EkOankar]. 

The Creator unites us with itself 

and inspires us to love the Truth. [6] 


Siddhs : 

Away from the stores and highways, 

we abide in the woods among the plants and trees. 

Our food is fruit and roots; 

[To live thus] is the wisdom spoken of by the wise ones. 

We bathe at sacred pools and attain fruits of peace, 
so that our minds are free from filth. 

Gorakh's disciple Loharipa 18 says: 

This is the way of yoga. [7] 

Ndnak: 

The stores and highways do not let one sleep 
[not allowing the mind to rest]. 

One should not be swayed 
by another's home. 

Without nam, the mind cannot be still. 

Nanak says: Nor is one's hunger satisfied. 

The Guru has revealed to me the stores, cities, and homes, 
in which I deal the true trade. 

Sleep little and eat little. 

Nanak says: This is the essence of wisdom. [8] 

O yogi! Let your vision be 

the patched coat, earrings, and [begging] bag. 19 

[Concentrate on] the One dwelling 
within the twelve branches of yoga, 20 

and let the path of the One teach 

the wisdom of the six philosophical schools. 21 

If the mind understands this, then one will not suffer. 

Nanak says: The giirmukh understands that 
this is the way yoga is attained. [9] 


Let sabad deep within you be your earrings, 

and become distant from the ego and attachment. 

Discard lust, anger, and egoism, 
and learn from the Guru's sabad. 

Let the patched coat and [begging] bag be the Pervasive One. 

Nanak says: The One carries you across 
[the ocean of sansar]. 

True is the great One and True is its ndm. 

You shall realize this 

by studying the Guru's words. [10] 

Let the [begging] bag be the turning away of the mind, 
and the cap be the lessons of the five elements. 22 

Let the body be the meditation mat, 
and the mind the loincloth. 

Let Truth, contentment, and self-discipline be your companions. 

Nanak says: The giirmukh cherishes the nam. [11] 

III. A GURMUKH 


Siddhs: 

Who is hidden? Who is liberated? 

Who is united inwardly and outwardly? 

Who comes and goes [from the cycle of rebirth]? 

Who pervades the three worlds? 23 [12] 

Nanak: 

[EkOarikar] is hidden within every heart, 
and the gurmukh is liberated. 

Through sabad , one is united inwardly and outwardly. 
The manmukh u comes and goes 
[from the cycle of rebirth]. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh merges with Truth. [13] 


Siddhs: 

How is one bound and eaten by the snake of illusion 25 ? 

How does one lose? How does one win? 

How does one become pure? How is one in darkness? 

The one who knows the essence of these questions, 
is our Guru. [14] 

Nanak: 

The mind is bound by evil 

and eaten by the snake of maya. 

The manmukh loses and the gurmukh wins. 

Meeting with the True Guru [ sabad ] dispels darkness. 

Nanak says: The destruction of the ego 
allows one to merge [with EkOahkar]. [15] 

If one is connected with the inner sunn, 26 

the goose (soul) does not fly and the wall (body) does not break. 
One's true home is the cave of sahaj. 

Nanak says: The True [One] loves those who are true. [16] 
Siddhs: 

Why have you left your home and become an ndasi ? 28 
Why have you adopted these religious robes? 

What is it that you seek to trade? 

How will you carry others across [the ocean of sansar ]? [17] 
Nanak : 

I have become an udasi in search of gurmukhs. 

I have adopted these robes in search of their vision. 

I am out to trade Truth. 

I am a peddler of Truth. 

Nanak says: With the help of the gurmukhs, 
others can be carried across 
[the ocean of sansar]. [18] 


IV. THE SOURCE 


Siddhs : 

How did you change the course of your life? 

To what is your mind connected? 

How did you still your aspirations and desires? 

How did you discover the light deep within you? 
Without teeth, how can one eat iron? 

O Nanak! Give us your true opinion. [19] 

Nanak: 

Born in the home of the True Guru, 29 
my comings and goings 
[from the cycle of rebirth] have ceased. 

The mind is connected to the unstruck sound. 30 
Sabad has burned away my aspirations and desires. 

As a gurmukh, 

I have found the light deep within. 

By destroying the three guns , 31 
one eats iron. 

Nanak says: The liberated one liberates others. [20] 

Siddhs: 

What can you tell us about the beginning? 

Where does sunn reside? 

What are the earrings of wisdom? 

Who dwells in the hearts of all? 

How can one avoid the stroke of death, 
and enter the home of fearlessness? 

How can one learn the posture of sahaj and contentment, 
and overcome one's bad habits? 


Nanak: 

As the Guru's sabad destroys the ego, 

one dwells in the home of the Self within. 

The one who recognizes the sabad of the Creator, 
Nanak is such a one's servant. [21] 

Siddhs: 

Where did we come from? 

Where are we going? 

Where will we merge? 

Whoever knows the answer to these questions 
is detached 
and a guru. 

How can one discover the essence of the ineffable? 
How does the gurmukh experience devotional love? 
It is consciousness and it is the Creator. 

O Nanak! Tell us your wisdom. 

Nanak: 

Through hnkam we come, 

8 °/ 

and merge. 

Through the perfect Guru, 

Truth is learned 

and through the sabad, 
one's state and measure are understood. [22] 


As for the beginning, 

a sense of wonder can be expressed. 

Sunn abides deep within itself. 

Let freedom from desire be the earrings 
of the Guru's wisdom. 

The True Universal [One] dwells in the hearts of all. 

Through the Guru's word, 
one merges in sahaj 

and intuitively attains the essence of the Absolute. 

Nanak says: The learner who discovers the path 
does not serve any other. 

Hukam is wonderful, 

and the one who discovers hukam 

understands the truth about the life of all creatures. 

The one who destroys the ego is desireless, 
enshrines the Truth within, 
and is a yogi. [23] 


From the absolute state, 

[EkOankar] assumed 

both a nirgun and sargun form. 32 

By knowing the True Guru, 
one attains the highest state 
and merges in the True sabad. 

By distancing oneself 

from the ego and duality, 
the True One is realized. 

One is a yogi 

if the sabad is realized 
and the inner lotus blossoms. 

If one destroys the ego, 
everything is understood, 

and by realizing [the soul] within, 
one has compassion for all. 

Nanak says: One is praised if one sees 
oneself in all beings. [24] 

We emerged from the Truth 
and will merge with the Truth, 


The true one identifies with the One. 

The false ones come into this world 
and find no refuge, 
and in duality they come and go. 

This coming and going 
ends through the sabad. 

[EkOahkar] watches and blesses. 

One suffers from the disease of duality, 
and the cure of nam is forgotten. 

The one who has been inspired to understand 
is liberated through the sabad. 

Nanak says: The Emancipator saves those 
who have distanced themselves 
from the ego and duality. [25] 

V. TRUTH 


A manmukh makes mistakes 
and lives in death's shadow. 

Looking into the home of another, 
he loses. 

A manmukh is confused by doubt, 
and wanders in the wilderness. 

Straying away from the path, 

he recites mantras at crematoriums. 

Without reflecting on the sabad, 
he speaks obscenities. 

Nanak says: Those who are immersed in Truth, 
attain a state of peace. [26] 


A gurmukh lives in fear 
of the Truth. 

Through bam ( sabad or Sacred Word), 
the gurmukh refines the unrefined. 

A gurmukh sings the praises 
of the pure One. 

A gurmukh attains the sacred high state. 

A gurmukh meditates on 
the pervasive One 

which resides within every cell of the body. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh merges with Truth. [27] 

Depth allows the gurmukh 
to discuss the Vedas. 33 

Depth enables the gurmukh 
to be carried across 
[the ocean of sansar]. 

Depth is attained when the gurmukh 
has knowledge of sabad. 

Depth allows the gurmukh to discover 
the inner secret. 34 

The gurmukh attains the unseen and infinite. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh enters the door of mukti. [28] 


The gurmukh speaks about the unspoken wisdom. 

The gurmukh practices righteousness in the household. 

The gurmukh meditates deeply with love. 

The gurmukh [realizes] the sabad 
and practices a righteous lifestyle. 

The mystery of sabad is understood, 
and the gurmukh inspires others 
to understand. 

Nanak says: By burning the ego, 
one merges [with EkOahkar ]. [29] 

The earth was created by Truth 
for the gurmukhs. 

This is the play of creation and destruction. 

One is immersed in love 
by enshrining the sabad. 

Immersed in Truth, 

one goes home with honor. 

Without sabad , 

one does not attain honor. 

Nanak says: Without nam, 

how can one attain Truth? [30] 

The gurmukh attains the eight occult powers 35 and universal 
wisdom. 

The gurmukh crosses the ocean [of sahsar] 
and attains true understanding. 

The gurmukh can discriminate 
between Truth and falsehood. 

The gurmukh recognizes worldliness and renunciation. 


The gurmukh crosses over [the ocean of sahsar] 
and carries others across as well. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh is liberated through sabad. 

VI. IMMERSION 

Immersed in nam, 
the ego is distant. 

Immersed in nam, 
one merges in Truth. 

Immersed in nam, 

one can contemplate the way of yoga. 

Immersed in nam, 

one finds the door of liberation. 

Immersed in nam, 

one understands the three worlds. 

Nanak says: Immersed in nam, 
one attains eternal peace. [32] 

Immersed in nam, 

one can converse with the siddhs. 

Immersed in nam, 

one can practice meditation forever. 

Immersed in nam, 

one lives a truthful lifestyle. 

Immersed in nam, 
one can contemplate 
the guns and wisdom. 

Without nam, 

all that one utters is meaningless. 

Nanak says: Those immersed in nam 
are celebrated as being victorious. [33] 


Through the perfect Guru, 
one attains nam. 

The path of yoga leads one to merge in Truth. 

The yogis are divided into twelve schools of yoga, 
and the sahiyasi into six and four. 36 

The one who destroys the ego through sabad, 
finds the door of liberation. 

Without sabad , all become attached to duality. 

Reflect upon this thought. 

Nanak says: Blessed and fortunate are those 
who have enshrined Truth in their hearts. [34] 

The gurmukh attains the jewel [of nam] 
through focused attention. 

The gurmukh intuitively understands 
the value of this jewel. 

The gurmukh practices Truth 
in action. 

The mind of the gurmukh is absorbed 
in Truth. 

The gurmukh sees the unseen. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh does not suffer. [35] 


The gurmukh is blessed 
with nam, compassion, and purity. 

The gurmukh undergoes a natural process 
of meditation. 

The gurmukh attains honor 
in the court [of EkOankar ]. 

The gurmukh merges with the Supreme Being, 
the destroyer of fear. 

The gurmukh performs good deeds 
and inspires others to do the same. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh is united [with EkOankar ]. [36] 

The gurmukh understands 

the Smrtis, Sastras, 37 and Vedas. 

The gurmukh knows the secrets 
within the hearts of all. 

The mind of the gurmukh is rid 
of hate and envy. 

The gurmukh keeps no count 
[of deeds]. 

The gurmukh, 
with nam, 

is immersed in love. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh realizes the Master. [37] 

Without the Guru, 

one wanders about the coming and going [in sansar]. 


Without the Guru, 

one's aspirations bear no fruit. 

Without the Guru, 
the mind spills over 
[like water flowing in all directions]. 

Without the Guru, 
one is never satisfied 
and feeds on poison. 

Without the Guru, 
one is stung 

by the poisonous snake [of maya] 
and dies. 

Nanak says: Without the Guru, all is lost. 

The one who meets the Guru is 
carried across [the ocean of sansar]. 

Impurities are erased 

and one becomes virtuous. 

The supreme peace of mukti 
is attained 

by contemplating on the Guru's sabad. 

The gurmukh is never defeated. 

The body is a store 

and the mind is a merchant. 

Nanak says: With poise, 

the mind deals in Truth. [39] 


The gurmukh is a bridge, 
built by the Creator. 

Lanka [the body] is looted 
by the demons [five evils]. 38 

Ram Chand [mind] destroys 
Ravan [the ego]. 

The gurmukh understands the secret 
that Babhikhen revealed [ sabad ]. 39 

The gurmukh can make stones swim 
across the ocean [of sansar ]. 

The gurmukh saves millions of people. [40] 

The gurmukh is not subject 

to entering and leaving [this world]. 

The gurmukh is honored 
in the court [of EkOankar]. 

The gurmukh can distinguish 
between Truth and falsehood. 

The gurmukh concentrates naturally. 

The gurmukh is immersed in praises. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh is not bound [by sansar ]. [41] 

The gurmukh attains the pure nam. 

The gurmukh burns the ego 
with sabad. 

The gurmukh sings the praises 
of the Truth. 

Through the True nam, 
the gurmukh is honored. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh is aware 
of the mysteries of the world. [42] 


VII. CREATION 


Siddhs: 

What is the root of all existence? 

What are the teachings of the present era? 

Who is your guru? Whose disciple are you? 

What is that sermon, 

by which you remain detached? 

0 child Nanak! Listen to what we have to say! 

Give us the answer to our questions. 

How can sabad carry us across 
the ocean [of sansar]? [43] 

Nanak: 

From the life-breath ( pran ) was the beginning; 

This is the era of the Guru's teachings. 

The sabad is the Guru, 

and the awareness of its sound 
is the disciple. 

By speaking the unspoken, 

I remain detached. 

Nanak says: Era after era, 

the Caregiver has been my Guru. 

1 contemplate only the words of the one sabad. 

Thus the gurmukh extinguishes the fire of ego. [44] 

Siddhs: 

How can one break iron with wax teeth? 


What can be eaten to take away pride? 

How can one live in a palace of snow 
while wearing robes of fire? 

Where is that cave 

in which one remains stable? 

Who pervades here and there? 

What is that meditation 

by which the mind can abide 
within the Self? [45] 

Nanak: 

By destroying the ego and individualism, 
and by erasing duality, 
there is only One. 

The world is difficult for the manmukh 
because such a one is unwise. 

When one meditates on sabad, 
iron can be chewed. 

The inner and the outer are seen as One. 

Nanak says: The fire is extinguished 
through the True Guru's grace. [46] 

When one fears Truth, 
pride is taken away. 

The One is realized 
by contemplating on sabad. 

When sabad dwells 

deep within the heart of Truth; 
the mind and body are comfortable 
and one is colored in love. 

The fire of sexual desire, anger, and corruption 
are extinguished. 

Nanak says: The beloved One bestows grace upon us. [47] 


Siddhs: 

How does the moon 
cool life like snow? 

How does the sun blaze? 

How can death be turned away? 

What is the wisdom 

by which the gurmukh's honor 
is preserved? 

Who is the warrior 
who battles death? 

O Nanak! Reply with your thoughts. [48] 

Nanak: 

When one chants sabad, 
the moon 

[that is the mind] is infinitely illuminated. 40 

When the sun [of wisdom] dwells 
in the home of the moon 
[that is the mind] 
darkness is dispelled. 

Pleasure and suffering are alike, 
when one has the support of nam. 

[ EkOankar ] itself carries us 
across [the ocean of sansar]. 

With the Guru's wisdom, 
the mind merges in Truth. 

Nanak says: Such a one is not consumed by death. [49] 


The essence of nam is in all. 

Without nam , 

one is afflicted with pain and death. 

When one's essence [soul] merges with the Essence [ EkOnkar ], 
the mind is fulfilled. 

Duality disappears, 

and the mind returns home. 

Nanak says: The unmoved state is attained in sahaj. [50] 

Inner sunn and outer sunn fill the three worlds as well. 

The one who attains the fourth state 41 
is neither sinful nor virtuous. 

The one who sees the mystery 
residing in the hearts of all 
knows the Primal Pure Being. 

The humble one is immersed 
in the purity of nam . 

Nanak says: Such a one is the Creator. [51] 


VIII. EKOANKAR 


Nanak: 

Everyone speaks about 
the state of sunn. 

How can one attain this state 
of sunn ? 

Who are those, 

who are connected to this state 
of sunn ? 

They are like the One 

from whom they have originated. 

They are not born, 
they do not die, 
and they do not come and go. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh can instruct the mind. [52] 

By blocking the nine gates, 
one arrives at the tenth gate. 42 
It is here 

that the unstruck sound ( anahat-nad ) 
resounds in the state of sunn. 

Merged in Truth, 

one sees [ EkOankar ] in everything. 

The Truth pervades the hearts of all. 

The hidden bam is revealed. 

Nanak says: The Truth is realized. [53] 


One attains peace 

when uniting in a state of sahaj. 

The gurmukh remains awake 
and does not fall asleep. 

The sabad is enshrined 
deep within sunn. 

One attains mukti 
by chanting sabad , 
and liberates others as well. 

Those who practice the Guru's teachings 
are immersed in Truth. 

Nanak says: Those who lose their ego 
are united [with EkOankar] 
rather than separated. [54] 

What refuge can one find, 

when one's words are unwise? 

One does not understand 
the essence [of the soul] 
and lives in grief. 

Bound down at death's door, 
no one can help. 

Without the sabad, 

no one can be honored or trusted. 

How is one to understand, 

and cross over [the ocean of sansar ]? 

Nanak says: The manmukh does not understand this. [55] 


Unwise thoughts are erased 
by contemplating the Guru's sabad. 
When one meets the True Guru, 
the door of liberation is attained. 

The manmukh does not know the essence, 
and thus is burnt away. 

Unwise thoughts separate one 
[from the soul], 
and suffering arises. 

Accepting the hukam, 
one is blessed 
with virtues and wisdom. 

Nanak says: Such a one is honored 
in the court [of EkOankar]. [56] 

If one gathers the wealth of Truth; 
one crosses over 
[the ocean of sansar ] 
and carries others as well. 

The one who understands sahaj 
is honored. 

No one can estimate such a one's worth. 
Wherever one looks, 

[EkOankar] is manifest. 

Nanak says: With true love, 
one crosses over. [57] 


IX. THE SACRED WORD 


Siddhs: 

Where does the sabad reside 
that will carry us across? 

What supports the breath 
that extends the distance 
of three and seven fingers? 43 

How can one be stable, 

while speaking and playing, 
to realize the ineffable? 

Listen holy Nanak! 

How do you instruct the mind? 

Nanak: 

The gurmukh is connected to Truth 
through the sabad , 

and with love one is united 
[with EkOankar]. 

One becomes wise, perceptive, and, 
through perfect destiny, 
is united [with EkOankar]. [581 


The sabad is deep 
within the hearts 
of all beings, 
and wherever one looks, 

[EkOankar] is seen. 

As air is [pervasive] 
so is [EkOankar] 
pervasive in sunn. 

[EkOankar] is without attributes ( nirgun ) 
and with attributes ( sargun ) as well. 

With grace, 

sabad abides deep within the heart, 
and doubt is removed. 

The body and mind become pure 
and the pure bam and nam 
are enshrined within the heart. 

Sabad is the Guru 
that will carry one across. 

Realize that there is One 
here and hereafter. 

[EkOankar] has no color, 
no form, 

and is not an illusion (may a). 

Nanak says: The sabad shall reveal this. [59] 


The True One supports the breath 
that extends the distance 
of three and seven fingers. 

The gurmukh speaks about the essence, 
and realizes the ineffable and infinite. 

By erasing the three guns, 

the sabad is enshrined in the mind 
and the ego is removed. 

When the One is seen 
inside and out, 
the love of nam is present. 

One understands the sukhmana, ida, and pingala , 44 
when the ineffable is realized. 

Nanak says: The True One is above 
the three energy channels. 

Through the True Guru's sabad, 
one is united [with EkOankar]. [60] 

X. GRACE 


Siddhs: 

The air is said to be the life of the mind, 
but what does the air feed on? 

What is the hand posture ( mudra ) of wisdom? 

What is the practice of the enlightened one ( siddh )? 

Nanak: 

Without the sabad , 

the essence is not attained, 

nor does the thirst of the ego depart. 

Immersed in sabad, 
one discovers amrt, 
and remains immersed in Truth. 


Siddhs: 

What knowledge can hold the mind steady? 

What type of food is satisfying? 

Ndnak: 

Nanak says: When one feels pain 
and pleasure as alike, 
through the True Guru's grace, 
one does not taste death. [ 61 ] 

If one is not immersed in love, 
does not taste the essence, 
and is without the Guru's sabad, 
one is consumed by the fire [of desire]. 

Such a one does not preserve the sperm 
and does not chant the sabad. 

The breath is not controlled and Truth 
is not contemplated. 

But the one who speaks 
the unspoken wisdom 
remains balanced. 

Nanak says: Such a one attains the Supreme Soul. [ 62 ] 


By the Guru's grace, 

one is immersed in love, 
drinks the nectar ( amrt ) 
and merges in Truth. 

By contemplating the Guru, 
the fire [of desire] 
is extinguished. 

By drinking the amrt 
the soul dwells in peace. 

By contemplating the Truth, 
the giirmukh crosses over 
[the ocean of sansar]. 

Nanak says: After deep contemplation, 
this is understood. [63] 

XI. AWARENESS 


Siddhs: 

Where does the mind that wanders like an elephant reside? 

Where does the breath live? 

Where does sabad reside? 

How can the wandering mind be stilled? 

Nanak: 

With grace, 

one meets the Guru, 
and the mind dwells 
in the home within. 

When one eliminates the ego, 
one becomes pure 
and the mind is stilled. 


Siddhs: 

How can the root of all existence be recognized, 
in which the soul can be realized? 

How can the sun [of wisdom] enter 

the home of the moon [that is the mind]? 

Nanak: 

When the gurmukh eliminates the ego, 

Nanak says: The sun [of wisdom] naturally 

enters the home of the moon [that is the mind]. [64] 

When the mind becomes steady and stable, 
it abides in the heart, 

and the gurmukh realizes 
the root of all existence. 

When the breath is seated 
in the home of the navel, 

the gurmukh discovers the essence 
[of the soul]. 

Sabad resides in the home 
within the heart, 
and through sabad 

the light of the three worlds is seen. 

Hunger for the Truth 
eliminates suffering, 
and satisfaction is attained 
through the True One. 

The gurmukh is aware 

of the unstruck sound of bam, 

and rare are those who understand this. 

Nanak says: The one who speaks the Truth is immersed 
in the never-fading color of Truth. [65] 


Siddhs: 

When the heart and body did not exist, 
where did the mind reside? 

When there was no support 
of the navel-lotus, 45 
where did the life-breath 46 reside? 

When there was no form or shape, 
to whom was sabad connected to? 

When there was no tomb [of the body] 
made from egg and sperm, 47 
how could one understand 
the measure and value [of EkOankar ]? 

When there was no color, dress, or form, 
how could the Truth be realized? 

Nanak: 

Nanak says: Those who are immersed in nam 
are detached from the past and the present, 
and see only the True One. [66] 


When the heart and body did not exist, 
the mind resided detached 
in sunn. 

When there was no support 
of the navel-lotus, 
the life-breath resided within itself, 
immersed in love. 

When there was no form, shape, or caste, 
sabad resided in the Supreme Being. 

When the earth and sky did not exist, 
the light of the Formless One 
pervaded the three worlds. 

Color, dress, and form were contained 
in the One, 

as was sabad contained 
in the Wondrous One. 

Nanak says: Without Truth, 
no one can be pure, 
this is the unspoken speech. [67] 

XII. LIBERATION 


Siddhs: 

O man! 

How did the world come into existence? 
How does suffering end? 


Nanak: 

The world came into existence 
through the ego, 
and when nam is forgotten, 
suffering arises. 

The gurmukh contemplates 
the essence of wisdom, 
and burns away the ego 
with sabad. 

Body, mind, and speech become pure, 
and one is immersed in the Truth. 

Through the nam, 
one remains detached 
and enshrines Truth 
within the heart. 

Nanak says: Without nam, 
yoga is not attained. 

Reflect upon this and see. [68] 

The gurmukh, 

who reflects upon the true sabad, 
is rare. 

The true bam is revealed to the gurmukh. 

The mind of the gurmukh is immersed 
in love, 

but rare are those 
who understand this. 

The gurmukh dwells deep 
inside the home. 

The gurmukh is a yogi 
who has realized yoga. 

Nanak says: Only the gurmukh knows the One. [69] 


Without serving the True Guru, 
yoga is not attained. 

Without meeting the True Guru, 
no one attains mukti. 

Without meeting the True Guru, 
nam is not attained. 

Without meeting the True Guru, 
one suffers in pain. 

Without meeting the True Guru, 

one is enveloped 

in the darkness of ego. 

Nanak says: Without the True Guru, 

one loses the opportunity 

of human life (i.e., liberation). [70] 

When the gurmukh conquers the mind, 
the ego is destroyed. 

The gurmukh enshrines Truth 
within the heart. 

The gurmukh conquers the world, 
and destroys the messenger of death. 

The gurmukh does not lose 
in the court of [EkOahkar]. 

The gurmukh is united 
[with EkOahkar ], 
and only he or she knows this. 

Nanak says: The gurmukh understands sabad. [71] 


Listen renunciates! 

This is the essence of my words (teaching). 

Without nam, 

there can be no yoga. 

Those immersed in nam 

are in a state of bliss 
night and day. 

And with nam, 
they find peace. 

Everything is revealed and understood 
through nam. 

Without nam, 

people wear many robes 
and stray from the path. 

Nam is attained 

from the True Guru, 

and the way of yoga is attained. 

Reflect upon this in the mind. 

Nanak says: Without nam, 
there is no mnkti. [72] 


You [ EkOankar ] know your status and measurement. 

What can anyone say about it? 

You are hidden, 
you are revealed, 
and You enjoy all pleasures. 

Many seekers, siddhs, gurus, and disciples 
search for You 
according to Your will. 

They beg for nam 

and You bless them [with it]; 

I sacrifice myself for Your vision. 

The Eternal Sovereign One 

has staged this play, 

and the giirmukh understands it. 

Nanak says: You existed 
throughout the ages, 
and never was there another. [73] 48 
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TRANSLATION 

1. Siddh is an ascetic, one who has renounced the material world in 
pursuit of spiritual attainment. However, Gum Nanak uses the term 
interchangeably with the Nath yogis. 

2. The Sikh gums are referred to as mahala, which literally means 
majestic palace. The term mahala is used to indicate the Sikh gums who 
uttered the compositions contained in the Gum Granth Sahib. For example, 
the first gum-Gum Nanak-is referred to as M (mahala) 1 . 

3. Ramkali meter is the musical measure that is meant to be sung in 


the morning after sunrise, in order to invoke a contemplative mood within 
the devotee. Harbans Singh, ed., Encyclopedia of Sikhism, vol. 2, pp. 156- 
79. 


4. EkOankar is the One Primordial Essence that is manifest in all. 

5. "The grace of the True Guru" (satgur-prasad) refers to the grace of 
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9. Mukti refers to liberation from the cycle of rebirth (sansar). 

10. Siddhs are very old and therefore see Nanak (in comparison) as 
relatively young (Bhai Gurdas's Varan I). Indeed, the yogis consider Guru 
Nanak as a child, even if he is in actuality in the later part of his adult stage 
of life. 
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12. Hukam literally means order, and refers to the natural order of the 
universe. 

13. "Posture" (asan; asana in Sanskrit) refers to yogic posture. Asan is 
one of the three primary physical exercises practiced in hath-yoga. The 


other two are pranayam (breath control) and mudra (hand gesturing). 

14. Gurmukh literally means the one "whose face [is to] the Guru," 
which refers to the one who is following the path or teachings of the Guru. 

15. Charapat (ca. eleventh to twelfth century) is regarded as one of the 
disciples of Gorakhnath and is revered as one of the immortal Nath 
teachers. 

16. Sansar refers to the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. 

17. Nam literally means name, and refers to the ontological category 
denoting Divine presence of Ultimate Reality. 

18. Loharipa (ca. tenth century) is regarded as one of the nine Nath 
immortal teachers. 

19. The dress of the Nath yogis includes a patched coat, earrings, and 
begging bag. 

20. The twelve branches of yoga are: raval, hetu, pav, ai, gamaya, 
pagal, gopal, kanthari, ban, dvaj, coli, and das. Professor Sahib Singh, Sri 
Guru Granth Sahib Darpan, vol. 7 (Jalandhar: Raj Publishers, 1962), p. 37. 
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Singh, Sri Gum Granth Sahib Darpan, vol. 7, p. 39. 

23. The three worlds refers to the nether, the terrestrial, and the 
heavenly realms. 


24. Manmukh literally means the one whose face [is turned to] the ego; 
that is, one who is not living according to the Guru's teachings, but whose 
actions are dictated by the ego or one's own desires. 

25. The "snake of illusion" refers to a popular story about a blind man 
who is taught to identify a snake based on its qualities. However, the man 
misidentifies a rope for a snake. The story demonstrates how qualities and 
characteristics (guns) are deceptive in discerning the true nature of Reality. 
This story is told for the purpose of teaching the concept of maya, which 
means illusion. Maya refers to the transient material world (as opposed to 
Ultimate Reality, which is permanent). 

26. Sunn (sunya in Sanskrit) means emptiness and in Sikhism it refers 
to that which is to be filled with the resonance (nad). It is only in this state 
of sunn that one can experience the cosmic resonance of EkOankar. 

27. Although the Punjabi word hans (hamsa in Sanskrit) is often 
translated as "swan," we have more precisely translated it here as goose. In 
his analysis of hamsa, Vogel raises a pertinent question regarding 
translation; that is, do scholars have the right to translate a word that 
provides a connotation suitable for their own culture? Western scholars 
(followed by Indian scholars) have translated hamsa as swan or flamingo, 
when it should be rendered "goose." The swan is a rare bird in India. And, 
unlike in the West (where the goose is regarded as an ugly domesticated 
bird), the goose in India is a strong and noble bird that migrates to the 
Himalayan Mountains. Interestingly, Lake Mansarovar on Mount Kailash 
(one of the areas Guru Nanak is considered to have met with the Nath 
yogis) is an important migration place for Indian geese. Jean Phillipe 
Vogel, The Goose in Indian Literature and Art (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1962), 

pp. 1-8. 


28. Udasi refers to the one who renounces the material world. 
However, in Sikhism, udasi also specifically refers to Guru Nanak's four 


spiritual travels that he made in order to teach the Truth as he had realized 
it. 


29. The home of the True Guru refers to the realization of the soul 
through the Guru's word or sabad. 

30. "Unstruck sound" (anahat-nad) refers to the cosmic resonance that 
is experienced through the dasam duar (tenth gate), which is an intangible 
experience that connects the gurmukh and EkOankar. 

3 1 . Gun means quality or attribute (in Sanskrit, guna), and refers to the 
three constituents that make up the material world: sattva ("being, true, 
pure"), rajas ("passion, excitement, activity") and tamas ("dark"). 

32. Nirgun (in Sanskrit, nirguna) means "without attributes or 
formless" and refers to the Guru or Ultimate Reality as formless, and 
sargun (in Sanskrit, saguna) means "with attributes or form" and refers to 
God with form. 

33. Vedas (ca. 1500-900 BCE) are the ancient Hindu scriptures 
referred to as sruti ("that which is heard"). The Vedas are regarded as 
sacred, authoritative, and eternal. The four Vedas proper are Rg, Sama, 
Yajur, and Atharva. The end portion of the Vedas is called the Upanisad. 

34. The "inner secret" refers to the realization of the soul. 

35. The eight occult powers are (1) to take on another physical form, 
(2) to enlarge the body, (3) to shrink the body, (4) to increase weight, (5) 
to attain anything, (6) to read the hearts or minds of others, (7) to influence 
others, and (8) to control others. Sahib Singh, Sri Guru Granth Sahib 
Darpan, vol. 7, p. 51. The gurmukh does not literally attain these eight 
occult powers. Rather, the gurmukh is fulfilled through nam. 


36. Saniyasi (samnyasin in Sanskrit) refers to an ascetic or one who 
has taken on the state of renunciation in pursuit of liberation. Satikara is 
said to have established ten saniyasi orders. They are said to be divided in 
six and four; the ten orders include: (1) tTrath, (2) asram, (3) ban, (4) 
aranaya, (5) giri, (6) parbat, (7) sagar, (8) sarasvat, (9) bharati, and (10) 
pun. Klaus Klostermaier, A Survey of Hinduism (Albany, NY : State of 
University of New York Press, 1989), p. 333. 

37. Smrtis and Sastras are two categories of Hindu literature. While 
smrtis "what has been remembered" refer to a certain class of scripture, 
including the two classic Hindu epics (Mahabharata and Ramayana), 
Sastras "doctrine or treatise" refer to texts like the Hindu socioreligious 
lawbooks (Manusmrti). Sastras can be viewed as a subcategory of smrti 
literature. 

38. In the popular and classic Hindu epic Ramayan (Ramayana in 
Sanskrit) the island of Lanka (present-day Sri Lanka) is the residing place 
of the evil king Ravan (Ravana in Sanskrit), where he kept Sita as captive. 
King Ram Chand (Rama in Sanskrit), along with his brother Laksman 
(Laksmana in Sanskrit) and Hanuman and the monkey army, built a bridge 
of stones connecting South India and Lanka in order to free Sita and the 
slaves in Ravari s kingdom. Guru Nanak uses the demons in Lanka 
symbolically to represent the five evils: (1) ego, (2) attachment, (3) greed, 
(4) anger, and (5) lust. 

39. Ram Chand, Ravan, Babhikhen (Vibhisana in Sanskrit) are 
characters in the Ramayan. Ram Chand is the son of the benevolent king 
Dasrath (Dasratha in Sanskrit) of the Kausalya dynasty who had been sent 
to the forest for fourteen years. Ravan is the malevolent king of Lanka who 
kidnaps Ram Chand's wife Sita. Babhikhen is the brother of Ravan who, 
after being dismissed by Ravan for having adhered to the ethical principles 
(dharam) for ruling, crosses over from Lanka to South India and advises 
Ram Chand and his army on how to attack Lanka and its King Ravan. 


40. Just as light reflected from the sun enlightens the moon, wisdom 
can illuminate the mind. An awakened mind enables a person to cool or 
calm all desires. 

41. The fourth state is the awareness of the soul (turiya avastha). The 
other three are: the awakened state (jagrat), the dream state (supan), and 
the deep-sleep state (susupti). 

42. The nine gates refer to the openings of the human body: two eyes, 
two ears, two nostrils, the mouth, the anus, and the urethra. The tenth gate 
transcends the five senses (hearing, seeing, tasting, touching, and 
speaking). It is regarded as an intangible experience that connects the 
gurmukh with EkOankar. 

43. According to yogic terminology, "the distance of three and seven 
fingers" refers to the inner heart (hrda) from the navel point. 

44. The three central pathways (nadis) of the subtle body are (1) 
susumananadi (sukhmana in Punjabi) which runs along the axis of the 
body from the base of the spine to the top of the head, (2) ida-nadi, which 
originates at the base of the spine and twists around the central pathway 
and crosses over each of the seven major cakras that results in a calming 
effect, and (3) pingala-nadi, which also originates at the base of the spine 
twisting around the central pathway and crossing over each of the seven 
central cakras that results in arousal of desires. See, L. Silbum, KundalinT: 
Energy of the Depths (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press, 
1988). 

45. The "navel lotus" refers to the manipura-cakra ("jewel-city 
wheel"), which corresponds to the solar plexus and the fire element, the 
sense of sight, the digestive tract and anus. This cakra is significant in 
yoga because it is believed that, in any type of meditation or chanting, one 
has to channel energy from the navel and move it upward along the 


channel of cakras. Georg Feuerstein, Yoga: An Essential Introduction of 
the Principles and Practice of an Ancient Tradition (Boston: Shambhala 
Publications, 1996), p. 123. 

46. Breath is pran, the life force energy. 

47. "The human tomb made from egg and sperm" refers to the human 
body (sarTr). 

48. Unlike the Kartarpur and Damdama versions of the Siddh Gost 
composition, the Goindval PothT form of the hymn contains only seventy- 
two stanzas. While the basic text and meaning has remained the same, "the 
last stanza [of Siddh Gost] must have been added by Guru Arjan himself." 
Pashaura Singh, The Guru Granth Sahib: Canon, Meaning and Authority 
(Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 102. 



Glossary of Punjabi Terms 


ahankar 

Akal 

amrt 

anahat-nad 

an and 
arth 

asan 


asram 

atma 

ban! 

bhagat 

bhakti 


ego or the sense of being separate from others; 
ahamkara in Sanskrit 

the Eternal or timelessness; epithet for God 

"nectar"; sacred water; amrta in Sanskrit 

"unstruck sound"; a yogic term for the eternal 
sound; anahata-nad in Sanskrit 

bliss; ananda in Sanskrit 

wealth and prosperity; one of the householder 
goals in Hinduism; artha in Sanskrit 

"posture"; yogic physical postures; asana in 
Sanskrit 

the four Hindu stages in life; asrama in Sanskrit 
self or eternal soul; atman in Sanskrit 
"speech, utterances"; word or hymn 
devotee; bhakta in Sanskrit 
devotion 


bhakti-yoga 


cakra 

cit 

darsan 

dharam 

dhyan 

dvija 

EkOankar 


'"path of devotion"; one of the three paths 
described in the Bhagavad Gita 

psycho spiritual centers of energy; according to 
yogic tradition, there are seven cakras located on 
the central pathway ( susumana-nadl ) of the subtle 
body 

consciousness; sentient beings; memory according 
to Sikh theology 

visual appearance of God to the devotee; darsana 
in Sanskrit 

duty or righteousness; the performance of right 
action according to the moral and ethical regula- 
tions of nature and society; one of the five 
spheres in Sikhism; dharma in Sanskrit 

attention or concentration; meditation; dhyana in 
Sanskrit 

"twice-born"; males belonging to the three higher 
Hindu classes 

"One Primordial Essence manifest in all"; one of 
the primary Sikh mantras 


gian 

knowledge; wisdom; one of the five spheres in 
Sikhism; jhana in Sanskrit 

gianl 

'learned one"; religious teacher or Sikh scholar; 
jhanin in Sanskrit 

g°?t 

"discourse or dialogue"; an Indian literary form 

garisatl 

a householder; one in the second Hindu stages in 
life; grhasthin in Sanskrit 

gun 

gurbanl 

attribute or quality; guna in Sanskrit 

"words or utterances of Guru"; the hymns of the 
Sikh historical gurus 

gurdwara 

"the door to the Guru"; Sikh temple 

gurmat marg 

gurmukh 

the path of the gurmukh or spiritual one 

"one whose face [is turned tol the Guru"; fol- 
lower of the will or teachings of the Guru 

GurmukhI 

"from the mouth of the Guru"; the Punjabi script 

Guru 

Ultimate Reality, Divine Name in Sikhism 

guru 

elder in general; spiritual master; teacher; one of 
the lineage of ten gurus in Sikhism 

Guru Granth 
Sahib 

"Revered Guru Scripture"; Sikh scripture 

hath-yoga 

"forced" or "aggressive" physical exercise; one 
form of yoga that emphasizes breath control; 
hatha-yoga in Sanskrit 

hukam 

"order or command"; the cosmic order emanat- 
ing from Ek Oahkar in Sikhism 


ida-nadi 


janam-sakhi 

jlv 

jlvan-mukti 
jn ana-yoga 

j°§i 

kal yug 
kam 

karam 

karam 

karma-yoga 

katha 

klrtan 


one of the two pathways that twist around the 
susumana-nadv, cooling or calming effect when 
immaterial bio-energy flows through it 

"stories of life"; the hagiographical accounts of 
Guru Nanak 

life; individual being; psyche according to Sikh 
theology; jlva in Sanskrit 

one who has escaped the cycle of rebirth while 
still alive; one who has attained immortality 

"path of knowledge"; one of the three paths 
outlined in the Bhagavad Gita 

one who practices yoga; yogin in Sanskrit or yogi 
in Hindi/English 

dark age; kali yuga in Sanskrit 

sensual pleasures or desires; one of the house- 
holder goals in Hinduism; kama in Sanskrit 

action; merit and demerit; karma in Sanskrit 

grace (Persian); one of the five spheres in Sikhism 

"path of action"; one of the three paths outlined 
in the Bhagavad Gita 

"story"; religious discourse; the sermons given by 
giants 

hymn singing; the singing of scripture or reli- 
gious literature 


kundalini 

larigar 

Ilia 

manmat marg 
manmukh 

mantar 

maya 

mudra 

mukti 

mul-mantar 

nad 

nadl 

nam 


psycho spiritual energy that moves through the 
cakras and is regarded as sakti consciousness, 
which inevitably merges with Siva 

the community dining hall in a Sikh temple 

play or sport; usually used to refer to God's 
creation 

the path of manmukh or the path of ego reasoning 

"one whose face [is turned to] the mind"; one 
who is turned away from the Guru and follows 
one's own desires 

word or formula; sacred syllable; mantra in 
Sanskrit 

illusion; the transient material world 

yogic practice of hand gesture 

liberation from the cycle of rebirth; mukti or 
moksa in Sanskrit 

"root-mantra"; mula-mantra in Sanskrit 

sound current; nada in Sanskrit 

pathway; according to the Indian yogic tradition, 
there are 72,000 arteries or pathways of the 
subtle body 

"name"; Divine Name; in Sikhism it is means to, but 
more often the goal of, liberation; norm in Sanskrit 


Nath 


Nirgun 

Panj GranthI 
panj khand 


path 

paurl 

pingala-nadl 


pran 

pranayam 


puja 

rag 

raj-yoga 

sabad 


"master"; name of a siddha or yogic tradition 
founded by Gorakhnath; also called Kanphata or 
DarsinI; Natha in Sanskrit 

without attributes, or formless, usually used to 
describe Ultimate Reality; nirguna in Sanskrit 

"booklet of five"; Sikh book of hymns 

"five spheres"; there are five spheres of spiritual 
development described in Guru Nanak's "Jap-jl" 
(dharam, gian, saram, karam, and sack) 

reading of the scripture 

a stanza of a var 

one of the two pathways that twist around the 
susumana-nadv, arousing or activating effect, when 
immaterial bio-energy flows through it 

breath; life-breath; that which is life-giving; prana 
in Sanskrit 

breath control; breathing exercises; pranayama in 
Sanskrit 

worship offering 

tune, music; raga in Sanskrit 

"royal way"; name for classical yoga; raja-yoga in 
Sanskrit 

"word," "sound," or scripture; Sacred Word of 
the historical gurus or Guru; in Sikhism the 
means to liberation; sabda in Sanskrit 


sach 

sadh sangat 
sahaj 

sakti 

salok 

samadhi 

saniyasl 

sangat 

sarisar 

sant 


saram 


Truth; one of the five spheres in Sikhism; satya in 
Sanskrit 

the community or company of other gurmukhs 

a yogic term for the ultimate goal of union, 
during which one transcends all duality 

creative energy; feminine principle 

a verse in anustubh meter; sloka in Sanskrit 

transcendental state 

renunciate; one who is in the last of the four 
Hindu stages in life; samnyasin in Sanskrit 

"community"; often used to describe a commu- 
nity of devotees, renunciates or monks; samgha in 
Sanskrit 

cycle of birth, death and rebirth; illusory world; 
samsara in Sanskrit 

holy person or saint. The Sant tradition (ca. 
fifteenth to seventeenth century CE) comprises a 
group of Hindi-speaking poet-saints in northern 
India (such as Rajasthan and the Punjab) who 
taught a more "radical" path to liberation in which 
the realization of a nirgiin is to be attained through 
devotional meditation on the Divine Name. 

effort; one of the five spheres in Sikhism 


sargun 

with attributes or form; usually used to describe 
Ultimate Reality; saguna in Sanskrit 

sarlr 

physical body; sanra in Sanskrit 

sat 

true; pure; truth; satya in Sanskrit 

seva 

selfless service for one's community, society or 
humanity 

siddh 

an ascetic; an accomplished one; siddha in Sanskrit 

siddhi 

supernatural or occult powers; attained with 
meditation or yoga 

simran 

remembrance or recitation; in Sikhism it is a 
practice of reciting the Divine Name 

sukhmana-nadl 

central pathway that runs from the base of the 
spine toward the head, in which the cakras are 
located; susumana-nadT in Sanskrit 

tantra 

refers to the body of esoteric theory and practice 
viewed as heterodox and unsystematic; took 
shape ca. first century CE and flourished from 
the eighth century to the fourteenth century 

tapas 

"heat"; energy accumulated through practices of 
meditation 

tlrath 

pilgrimage place; tirtha in Sanskrit 

udasl 

one who renounces the material world; in 
Sikhism, also refers to Guru Nanak's four 
spiritual travels and hence means a prolonged 
absence from the home 


var 

varna 

vichar 

yoga 


a narrative poem suitable for singing; found in 
Sikh scripture 

"color"; the four Hindu social divisions or classes 
(Brahmin, ksatriya, vaisya, and sudra ) 

"thought, thinking"; religious discourse 

"union" also refers to the "path, discipline, way"; 
path of mental and physical discipline; philo- 
sophical system formulated by Patanjali 
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